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x” Yuan was a CEO. 
His grandfather and father were domi- 


neering CEOs; likely because of that, his family 
was determined to raise him as one, too. 

A domineering CEO was to be dashing and 
wealthy, wickedly charming and radical while 
prudent at the same time, and was to love deeply 
and tyrannically. He also had to memorise the 
three hundred classic quotes that every CEO 
used. 

A pity that Xiao Yu’an could only accomplish 
the first. 

However, that did not matter. The Xiao 
family firmly believed that Xiao Yu’an could be 
moulded into... 

A domineering CEO! 

...who would tempt and move the hearts of 


all women, draw the jealousy of all men and 
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exude dangerous hormones wherever he went. 


The Xiao family lived by several family rules. 

First, there was nothing that money could not solve, and if 
there was, then double the amount offered! 

Second, money talks! 

Reading these two motivational, impassioned, and tear-in- 
ducing rules the family lived by, everyone could understand 
why the Xiao family wanted to mould Xiao Yuan into a 
domineering CEO. 

But Xiao Yu’an struggled to understand it. He thought 
being a warm, tender man, loyal as a dog, was rather nice, 
too. 

His family insisted that this must be because he had yet to 
meet his true love. 

His true love could not be a beautiful, fair-skinned 
and affluent woman, but had to be an ordinary citizen. It 
would be best if she were an employee working in the lower 
echelons of a company that was owned by the Xiao family. 
She was expected to possess subtle, understated beauty, but 
had to be “kind”—an overly virtuous saint who, when facing 
love rivals, would move them with her heart and establish a 
common understanding through reasoning. Deception and 
manipulation were not in her nature. When dealing with 
other men, she had to struggle to turn them down, as if she 
could not bear to do so. And with her enemies, she would 
have! No! Desire! To! Get! Revenge! At all! Even better if she 


occasionally picked up the stray dog or cat from the streets— 
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absolutely perfect! 


When Xiao Yuan left work that day, he actually bumped 
into one. 

Actually. Bumped. Into. One. 

The young lady was sprinting across the company build- 
ing’s lobby and crashed right into him; she fell to the ground 
with a thud, her eyes filling with tears and the flower pot in 
her hands shattering to pieces. 

Xiao Yu’an helped her up at once. “My apologies. How 
much is the flower pot? P’ll compensate you for it.” 

Unexpectedly, the young lady tossed his hand aside and 
angrily retorted, “Who wants your money? Do all rich people 
think money can buy everything? Apologise to me!” 

But I’ve already apologised to you, Xiao Yu’an thought, 
and you're the one who ran into me. 

“I’m sorry.” Xiao Yu’an figured she might be hard of 
hearing and repeated himself. To express his regret, he 
retrieved his wallet and continued, “How much was it? I’ll 
compensate you.” 

“Who wants your money?!” The young lady smacked his 
wallet aside. 

... duh? 

Wow, she’s so different from all the alluring, stunning girls 
out there and isn't pretentious at all~ 

As a domineering CEO, Xiao Yuan ought to have thought 
SO. 


Yet the only conclusion he came to was that this young 
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lady was not right in the head. He picked up his wallet and 
left swiftly, wondering if her foolishness would perhaps be 


contagious. 


When the Xiao family caught wind of this, they realised 
that this type of woman might not be suitable for Xiao 
Yu’an, so they arranged a party for him instead. 

Xiao Yu’an met the prized daughter of a wealthy family. 
This lady’s name was Lin-enchanting-butterfly-ice-crystal- 
violet-soul-leaving-the-night-phoenix-Ling. 

Xiao Yu’an was not very keen on attending the party 
because he thought no normal Chinese citizen would call 
themselves such a baffling name. But alas, under intense 
pressure from his family, Xiao Yu’an had no choice but to go. 

When Xiao Yu’an saw Miss Lin, his first thought was, 
Fuck, a person who dares dye their hair seven colourful shades 
truly exists. 

In this era, where people in their twenties had started 
balding already, how heartrending this young lady’s decision 
was—absolutely shocking and infuriating! 

Miss Lin was virtuous and dignified, and thought herself 
to be above the rest—she received her PhD at the age of 
fourteen, excelled in the mastery of the four arts, had the 
mark of a spider lily on her forehead and when she smiled... 

Oh, thank goodness petals did not fall when she smiled; 
otherwise, those firm believers of materialism might cry 
themselves into a stupor right in the bathroom. 


Faced with such an energetic, beautiful and intelligent 
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young lady, all Xiao Yu’an uttered were two syllables. 

“Farewell.” 

Members of the Xiao family felt their hearts wrench, a dull 
pain throbbing in their chests. 

Xiao Yuan, tf you won't even pay attention to a woman like 
this, then what exactly 1s your type?! 

But suddenly! They realised! 

Fuck, Xiao Yuan might... 

He! Might! Be! Gay! 


At first, Xiao Yu’an wanted to say that he preferred wom- 
en who were less eccentric, but since his family came to such 
a decisive conclusion, he could not be bothered to correct 
them. 

Truthfully, he had not yet found a romantic interest in a 
woman or a man. 

Perhaps he really was gay. 


And unsurprisingly, he met a bottom. 


A domineering CEO was expected to meet an adorable, 
docile bottom. His beauty would make women jealous; he 
had to have glistening eyes and scarlet red lips. He also had 
to be simple and straightforward, gentle and kind—and of 
course, a malevolent female rival by his side had to exist. 

He liked to cry, especially when the CEO overpowered 
him in bed against his wishes—he would cry out and refuse 
him in words on one hand, but would do nothing to push 


him away on the other. And afterwards, he would break 
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down sobbing because he lost his virginity, but not to worry! 
Because he would always forgive the domineering CEO for 
no good reason after the deed was done! 

Ah, this must be love. 

Love, my ass! Xiao Yuan hollered internally. 

If I randomly picked a young lady off the streets, she would 
be a hundred times stronger than you. And she would neither 
be a troublemaker nor whine all the time! 

In the presence of such a bottom, Xiao Yu’an thought that 
even if he was gay, this was enough to shock him into being 


straight. 


The Xiao family had another look. 

Oh, no. This isn’t right. How could you not fall for such a 
standard bottom in a CEO novel? 

Unless? 

Holy shit! 

Is Xtao Yuan himself a bottom? 

They gasped. 

His family members were upset—oh, how he had fallen! 
What a tragedy this was! What an absolute catastrophe! But 
it was fine; if it was no longer possible to go down the path 
of a domineering CEO, then he could try being a CEO who 
was also an alluring bottom instead. For example, he could 
encounter an underworld gang leader. A domineering, two- 
faced and deceptive gang leader who exuded sadism from 
head to toe. 


When he got off work that day, Xiao Yu’an realised that 
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someone had scratched his car. A note was folded on his car 
door, which said to meet up to discuss compensation. Xiao 
Yuan dialled the culprit’s number, saying it was fine and that 
he did not need the money. 

The person laughed coldly and said, “Do you know who IJ 
am?” 

Xiao Yu’an was speechless. 

Who the fuck cares? 

Why ts he so arrogant after scratching someone's car? Would 
apologising threaten his manhood or something?! 

Wait. This seems to be a line from the collection of classic 
CEO quotes! 

During Xiao Yu’an’s silence, the man over the phone 
snorted and revealed his name. The man was indeed a gang 
leader; his name resonated with notoriety and influence 
across law enforcement and the underworld. He even coolly 
asked Xiao Yu’an to come over and meet him, insisting that 
he would be able to pay him back no matter how much the 
damages cost. 

Since Xiao Yu’an did not have the potential to become a 
domineering CEO, he thought he might as well have a look 
at what a domineering boss would be like. 

So Xiao Yu’an went to meet him. 

And then Xiao Yuan thought that this man was insane— 
they were barely two sentences into discussing compensation 
before this man wanted to lock him up. 

Xiao Yu’an expressed that he was not a masochist and had 


zero interest in either BD or SM. 
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The domineering boss responded, “It’s alright. Pll change 
your body with bondage, confinement play and more; you'll 
sink deep into desire every day as my plaything, and in the 
end we'll be in a love-hate relationship, getting together 
while entangled in intricate complexities, dilemmas and 
heartbreak!” 

Hmm... 

It sounded inspiring, but Xiao Yu’an remained steadfast 
in his judgement—this man was not right in the head. It 
was not as if Xiao Yu’an was suffering from Stockholm 
Syndrome. 

The domineering boss wanted to demonstrate his domi- 
nance by kidnapping him. He held Xiao Yu’an by the waist 
and lifted his chin, intending to coerce and imprison him. 
And then Xiao Yu’an beat him up. 

After all, Xiao Yu’an had been trained in self-defence since 


he was a child. 


When he was finished, Xiao Yu’an was struck with mel- 
ancholy. He felt that his journey to becoming a domineering 
CEO was filled with uncertainty and the road to becoming 
an alluring bottom with despair. 

Forget it—for how unsuccessful he was with his love life, 
he was equally successful with his career, so it was best to 
focus on the latter. 

Thus, Xiao Yu’an diligently threw himself into work, 
meaning to become a positive influence on society, an up- 


standing youth of great virtues and an exceptional member 


-8- 


How Ye Survive 


as a Villain 


of the ruling political party—fighting till the end of his days 
to serve the common people. 


Then, Xiao Yu’an was diagnosed with a terminal illness. 


When he received his medical report, he was stunned for 
a long while. Afterwards, he headed back to extensively go 
through all two hundred and thirty-three domineering CEO 
novels he had. But he still was not able to identify what the 
game plan was for a terminally-ill CEO in his prime. 

Despite zero intention, Xiao Yu’an found an interest in a 
new hobby as a result, and that was— 

To read novels! Reading! Web! Novels! 

Since he could not find his way as a domineering CEO or 
a cure for his terminal illness, he decided it was still best to 
soothe the soul with novels in this tragic life. 

But when Xiao Yu’an wanted to do just that, he was 
slapped mercilessly in the face by a turn of events. He read 
a novel that persistently ranked at the top of the charts on a 
particular web novel platform. 

In a world filled with a myriad of wondrous pieces of 
written creations, Xiao Yu’an just had to click into this one 
novel. A novel that made him want to bury the author alive 
after he finished it. 

This novel was toxic; hidden within the toxicity was crap, 
and within that crap laid knives—it left readers wanting for 
more while feeding them flies, and not just any flies! The big 
Spanish flies! 


Xiao Yu’an looked through the comments after he 
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finished, and unsurprisingly, the amiable and approachable 
readers had more than adequately displayed the depth of 
their swearing prowess at the author. 

“How the fuck did you turn a fictional historical novel 
into a fantasy stallion novel? How the fuck?’ 

“Author, show yourself! I promise I won't hit you! I'll just 
cut you up with a blade!” 

“The first half of the book brought it to apotheosis, but 
the latter half is lethal! What a fucking brainless read!” 

Aside from those scolding the author in the reviews, there 
were also those who were having a row with each other. The 
more they fought, the more spectacular and delightful the 
arguments got. There were arguments over the characters, 
the plot and the structure of the novel—true fans mixed 
among the anti-fans, leaving no stone unturned, so much so 
that the incendiaries could probably no longer keep track of 
what they were quarrelling about. 

Xiao Yu’an came across an interesting, long review and it 
basically said: 

“As an avid historical hobbyist and as someone who 
once extolled this novel but currently scorns it, [ve some- 
thing to say. 

I've a lot to say! 

First, let’s look at the title of this novel: The History of 
the Four Empires. 

Listen to this! All of you, listen to how orthodox this is, 
and how refined! How conscientious! How it commands 


respect! The beginning of this novel is also serious! 
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I'll briefly detail the plot for friends who have not read 


this novel before. 


It tells the story of a prince from Southern Yan who was 
imprisoned and taken hostage by the Northern Empire, 
and how this protagonist, a noble prince, suffered through 
torture, humiliation and abuse, but endured the hardship 
before he finally managed to escape. 

However, the kingdom he once belonged to was ravaged 
by the flames of war spread far and wide, his people suffer- 
ing and their land divided by the enemy state. From then 
on, the protagonist worked hard and persevered. Fuelled 
by hatred and his outstanding intelligence, wit and strat- 
egy, he gathered the men who were once his subordinates 
to build his own military. He broke through the defences 
of the Northern Empire in one fell swoop and personally 
slaughtered its young emperor, then advanced further on 


his journey of unifying all countries under one rule. 


Friends, look at this! Look at the rise and fall of the 
kingdom, how only nature remains after a kingdom’s col- 
lapse—what a novel this is, and how it makes one’s blood 
race! 

And yet! 

Since the author finished writing about how the pro- 
tagonist breached the defences of the Northern Empire, 
it’s almost as if the author was high on drugs! The author 


began to let the plot go! It was as if the protagonist was 
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a walking aphrodisiac, collecting a harem of women as 
he took to the battlefields of war—a female general from 
Western Shu, a gorgeous prostitute from Southern Yan, 
and the twelve songstresses from Eastern Wu. 

He! Collected! A! Harem! Of! Women! As! He! Battled! 

Why had his subordinates not yet murdered him? 

No matter where he went, women threw themselves at 
him endlessly. The protagonist simply unified all countries 
under his rule out of nowhere, as if there was a bug in the 
system! 

A stallion novel, fine. 

Rolling in bed with ten women in the night, fine. 

Turning a historical novel into an erotic one, fine! 

But what the hell is a Resurrection Pill? Why is there a 
fantasy element now? Huh? 

The princess of the Northern Empire is the protago- 
nist’s unforgettable first love and an unrivalled goddess in 
readers’ hearts. It’s undisputed that she is, by consensus, 
the female protagonist. 

But she’s dead! You, the author, killed her off! And she’s 
been dead for so many years! 

Her corpse is no longer just cold! She's rotting! 

But a fucking Resurrection Pill? 

Resurrection my ass! Author, does this not hurt your 
conscience? 

Does! It! Not! Hurt! 

Moreover! Since the male protagonist is already disso- 


lute to this extent, why do you need to depict how devoted 
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he is? I really don’t understand!” 

After Xiao Yu’an came across this review, he fell into deep 
thought and replied with his own perspective. 

“The male protagonist probably only ever loved the 
princess from the Northern Empire, but not only did she 
commit suicide because of him, she also didn’t accept him 
until the moment she died, which is probably why he 
changed. If she showed even the slightest bit of affection 
towards him, I think he would be devoted to her for the rest 
of his life.” 


Xiao Yu’an’s body began to deteriorate with every passing 
day. He did not intend to rely on exorbitant treatments to 
prolong his life, and instead made an anonymous donation 
to a hospital before transferring all of his remaining assets 
into a single account. 

When that was finished, he quietly discharged himself 
from the hospital and checked into a hospice in the suburbs. 
This was a relatively high-class hospice, so much so that even 
middle-income families would struggle to afford it. Others 
could not help but lament—how evil capitalism was, tainted 
with the blood of the working class! 

Xiao Yu’an easily found his way to a rather extravagant 
room within the hospice, familiar with the route. A young 
nurse exited from the room, momentarily stunned upon 
seeing him. “Mister Xiao?” 

“Is he in a good mood today?” Xiao Yu’an asked. 


“He’s alright today.” 


-13- 


A 


How Ye Survive 
as. & Villain 

“Is that so? That’s good.” 

“Mister Xiao, are you going to have a look at him?” 

“Could I trouble you to remind the others and ensure 
they won’t come up for the time being? Even if they hear any 
noise, they don’t need to mind it.” 

“Alright.” The young nurse nodded and walked away, her 
steps light. 

Xiao Yu’an inhaled deeply, taking his phone out and 
glancing at it. 

He had taken care of his company’s future already, and 
there were no problems with his will. Right when Xiao Yu’an 
was about to put his phone away, a notification popped up 
from the web novel platform. 

Xiao Yu’an thought that this might be someone looking to 
fight him because of the comment he posted, and usually, he 
would not have even spared it a glance. 

But things were different today. Xiao Yu’an gave in to his 
curiosity and tapped the notification. 

It was, surprisingly, not to argue with him. Not only was it 
not argumentative, but the person who sent the message and 
its contents confounded him to no end. 

The message came from the author, and it only contained 
a short sentence. 

You're the only one who understands him. 

I understand him? 

Who did he understand? The protagonist? 


Xiao Yu’an was confused. 
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After the confusion had passed, Xiao Yu’an put his phone 
back, pushed the door open and walked into the room. 

The room was bright and spacious, the floor-to-ceiling 
curtains swaying lightly with the wind before the gleaming 
windows. In the centre of the room, a young man seated in 
a wheelchair was strangling a cat by the neck and forcing it 
into the goldfish tank. 

Expressionless, he watched the cat struggle in agony while 
it drowned and did not even lift his head when he heard the 
sound indicating Xiao Yu’an’s entry. 

“What are you doing?” Xiao Yu’an asked, walking to his 
side. 

“The nurse said that it likes fish, but the fish are in the 
water, so I’m helping it.” The man spoke, his tone flat and 
even. 

“Is that so...” Xiao Yuan muttered, his voice soft. “By the 
way, I’m leaving.” 

The man suddenly shuddered. He looked at Xiao Yu’an as 
his grip loosened, and the cat scurried away with all its might, 
leaving water all over the floorboards. 

“How long are you leaving for?” the man asked. 

“I won’t be coming back for the rest of my life,” Xiao 
Yuan answered. 

The man nodded, rolling his wheelchair over to the side 
of the coffee table. He reached out and picked up one of the 
cups on the table, then flung it viciously at Xiao Yu’an. 

The cup struck Xiao Yu’an’s forehead with immaculate 


precision, and excruciating pain blossomed with the sound of 
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the cup shattering. His head was skewed sideways due to the 
hit, and he covered his forehead out of reflex, blood seeping 
through his fingers and staining the sight before him scarlet 
red. 

“Do you still remember what you promised in front of 
mother’s grave?” the young man asked. 

“Yes, I remember,” Xiao Yu’an inhaled, attempting to 
relieve the pain and dizziness. 

The man roared, “And what did you promise?!” 

“I promised I would care for you for the rest of your life in 
her stead.” 

“And?!” 

“If I couldn’t do it, then I'd go and die...” 

“Then you should just die.” 

“I... Tve transferred all of my assets to your account, so...” 

“Just die! Just die!” 

“You must take care of yourself. ’'m sorry.” 

“Shut up! Now just die!” 

“Okay.” Xiao Yu’an walked over to the floor-to-ceiling 


windows, opened them and jumped off the fifth floor. 


Xiao Yu’an watched the lightweight gossamer curtains and 
swirling smoke in a daze. He bent his head slightly, realising 
that the blankets covering his body carried a faint scent. A 
majestic golden dragon was embroidered on the blanket, the 


dragon’s breath emerging from its mouth with its teeth bared 
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and claws out ferociously, as if a dragon had truly come to 
life. 

Xiao Yu’an sat up. A head of black hair fully cascaded and 
fell over his shoulders. 

Huh? 

Xiao Yu’an pulled at his hair, ripping out a few strands. 

It hurts, he hissed. 

Xiao Yu’an’s brain spun quickly as he processed this, then 
confusedly wondered... 

Was I reborn? 

This was enough to drive Karl Marx out of his grave, was 
it not? 

“Your Majesty, have you woken up? I'll assist you in 
getting dressed.” A young woman entered, lightly pushing 
through the doors from outside. She was clad in simple green 
robes with a bronze-coloured antique pin in her hair, coiled 
in cloud-like buns. In her hands, she carried objects meant 
for freshening up. 

Your Majesty? 

Xiao Yu’an could not help but feel that it was such a pity; 
after going through the trouble of transmigration, he re- 
mained rooted in a setting that echoed reality. He was unable 
to experience the joy of immortal cultivation where the laws 
of gravity no longer applied to him. 

Marx was likely to cry until he passed out, but at least Isaac 
Newton could rest assured. 

“Do demons, immortals and the like exist in this world?” 
Xiao Yu’an asked. 
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The woman paused. “Your Majesty? Do you want to 
perform ancestral rites?” 

Oh, so this was not a fantasy setting either. 

Disappointment clouded Xiao Yu’an’s face. 

“Your Majesty, it’s been several days since the late emperor 
passed away. Please don’t be sad anymore. Your health comes 
first.” The perceptive maidservant comforted Xiao Yu’an ina 
gentle voice, attentive to his words and demeanour. 

So he had transmigrated and was now a new emperor who 
had just recently inherited the throne? 

“Is there a mirror?” Xiao Yuan asked. 

His servant immediately brought over a bronze mirror, 
kneeling before the bed with her head bowed as she handed 
it to him. Xiao Yu’an took the mirror and scrutinised his 
appearance. 

Ah, how pretty. He was delicate and handsome, as beau- 
tiful as a painting; fair-skinned, with red lips and crystalline 
eyes—truly youthful, alluring and unparalleled. 

Xiao Yuan sighed and quietly, in his heart, defined his 
role. 


A young emperor. 


For an emperor like this, either the control over the 
military was not in his hands, with his mother and uncle in 
power and him just a puppet emperor, or he was a spirited, 
impulsive emperor who lived his days indulging in the 
pleasures and riches of life, drunkenly immersed in decadent 


dreams with no understanding of how to rule his kingdom. 
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Either way, he was afraid that it would not be easy to walk 
either path in the beginning stage. However, since he had 
transmigrated, he should make the best of it. He had been 
given a one-in-a-million chance to transmigrate, so even if he 
was not the male protagonist, he was still unlikely to be an 
insignificant passer-by who would show up for only a single 
page, right? 

Xiao Yuan vibrated in anticipation. 

“What’s your name?” Xiao Yu’an asked the maidservant. 

She was visibly confused for a moment, but still respect- 
fully responded, “My name is Hongxiu.” 

“Hong...” 

Hub? 

Watt a minute. Why ts this name so familiar? 

A young emperor? A late emperor? 

After a few moments of hesitation, Xiao Yu’an probed, 
“What has Princess Yongning been busy with?” 

“Your Majesty.” Hongxiu knelt on the ground, her head 
lowered. “I heard that Her Highness has been learning how 
to play the guqin recently.” 

Xiao Yu’an, who had been immensely pleased and full of 
ambition earlier, simply lay down on the bed after hearing 
that, turning into an unmoving corpse that had no will left 
to live. 

“Your Majesty? Your Majesty, what’s wrong? Are you feel- 
ing ill? Your Majesty?” Hongxiu asked in a panic, frightened. 

“Life had me in a vise around the throat, then followed it 


witha resounding slap across the face.” 
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“Huh?” 

“I know that true warriors must dare face the tragedies of 
life and confront bloodshed head-on.”” 

“Y-Your Majesty?” 

“Yet these blankets have sealed me. In this world where 
human hearts are cunning, scheming and cold, where the 
pursuit for material goods is prevalent, the slightest bit of 
warmth remains only under these blankets.” 

“Your Majesty! What happened to you? 工 summon an 
imperial physician!” Hongxiu was frightened, climbing to 
her feet unsteadily and intending to shout for help, but Xiao 
Yuan hastily stopped her. 


“It’s alright. I was just escaping reality.” Xiao Yu’an waved 


her off feebly. 


It was absolutely clear to Xiao Yu’an now—this was no 
simple transmigration. 

He had transmigrated into a novel. Into the stallion novel, 
the one he had just been reading right before he passed away, 
The History of the Four Empires. 

In the novel, Hongxiu was the personal maidservant of the 
Northern Empire’s young emperor, and he himself was the 
young emperor who would be eviscerated to death alive by 
the male protagonist—every drop of blood, flesh and bone 
separated. 

In the midst of Hongxiu’s barrage of panicked questions, 


1 Cited from Lu Xun’s tribute prose piece “In Memoriam: Miss Liu 


Hezhen’, written in 1926. 
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Xiao Yuan turned over to face the wall, his gaze unfocused 
and vacant. 

He sighed. He might as well have transmigrated into the 
role of some random side character whose mentions barely 
filled a single page. This whole situation was already enough 
to complain about, being a CEO who had been diagnosed 
with terminal illness before even encountering his soulmate 
in the prime of his life. Now, he found himself transmigrated 
into such an unknown side character... another sigh escaped 
him. Life, he reflected, was indeed rife with tragedy and 
despair. 

His thoughts sorted and self-pity curbed, Xiao Yu’an got 
up and asked an anxious and lost Hongxiu, “And where’s 
Yan Heqing?” 

“Your Majesty... Forgive me, who is Your Majesty referring 
to?” Hongxiu fumbled helplessly, kneeling and about to 
press her forehead to the floor. 

Xiao Yu’an quickly pulled her up and said, “The male 
protagonist. No, wait, the captured prince from Southern 
Yan. You still don’t understand? He was captured alive and 
brought to the Northern Empire by my dad—oh, no, by the 
late emperor when Southern Yan fell.” 

Hongxiu still seemed confused. 

Xiao Yu’an lowered his head in thought for a moment 
before he tried, “The prince I wanted to keep as my personal 
pleasure slave.” 

Realisation dawned upon Hongxiu. “Oh! I understand 


now!” 


-21- 


Pa 


flow Ye Survive 


as a Villain 


Xiao Yu’an was left speechless. 
Did he really have to be so specific?! Why did he feel that 
the day of his death by evisceration would soon be upon 


him?! 


A courageous man who lacked both wit and strategy. 

That was Xiao Yu’an’s appraisal of the Northern Empire’s 
late emperor. 

In the novel, this emperor’s skill points were probably 
accumulated in the luck stat. At the time, the Northern 
Empire prospered with yearly harvests, the empire and its 
people swimming in abundance and wealth, which fed the 
emperor’s ambition to attack Southern Yan. 

Coincidentally, Southern Yan had been struck with 
consecutive years of famine and calamity, and now with 
the death of its emperor, the situation could not have been 
more devastating. The Northern Empire’s emperor took the 
opportunity to invade a weakened Southern Yan, conquering 
it in one fell swoop, capturing its prince, seizing its treasures 
and occupying its territory. 

However, while the emperor was certainly adept in battle, 
an expert in managing his territory he was not. In the end, 
he packed up the spoils of war, kidnapped the prince and 
headed home, washing his hands of this kingdom! 

He! Returned! Home! 

Man, even Neil Armstrong knew to stick a flag on the 
moon after traversing more than 380,000 kilometres, and you 


couldn't even be bothered with planting your flag on the lands 
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of the kingdom you tried so hard to conquer? 

You’re the perfect example of someone who's only good for 
battle and nothing else! 

Southern Yan lost other parts of its territory soon after 
to Eastern Wu, yet another empire that took advantage of 
their weakness. The male protagonist’s uncle barely retained 
power over their remaining territory. 

After his victory, the Northern Empire’s emperor 
immersed himself into a life of endless opulence, shameless 
debauchery and the unbridled use of treasury resources. He 
probably went beyond his limits and drank himself into an 
early grave. 

The crown prince quickly inherited the throne, but for a 
young emperor who had been exposed to and influenced by 
the late emperor’s degenerate ways from a young age, he, too, 
was a hopelessly incompetent ruler. 

There was clearly a valid reason behind the swift collapse 
of the Northern Empire at the male protagonist’s hands— 
the root of the empire’s demise was buried deep within these 


two generations. 


Xiao Yuan quickly arrived at the Imperial Prison—bouts 
of a putrid, pungent stench wafted over, past its tenebrous 
metal gates. 

His arrival caught the prison guards off guard; they were 
so frightened that their legs started trembling, racked with 
emotional turmoil as they knelt. 


“Your Majesty, how can your imperial body step into a 


-23- 


-的 


How Ye Survive 


as a Villain 


tainted place like this? If there’s something to be done, please 
instruct me instead!” The guard at Xiao Yu’an’s side shouted 
as he knelt. 

“All of us are made up of the flesh split from the cells of 
twenty-three pairs of chromosomes, so let’s not engage in 
social stratification,” Xiao Yu’an said to the guard in his 
sincerest tone. 

“Huh?” 

“Knowledge is power.” 

“What?” 

“So we must not be swayed by superstition but revere 
science.” 

“What?!” 

“Nothing, I was just pulling your leg.” Xiao Yu’an smiled 
at the dumbfounded guard before stepping past the metal 
gates. | 

Three seconds later, Xiao Yu’an hopped out with a hand 
over his nose. 

I-it stank so badly. He needed a moment. 

Sensory fatigue eventually set in, and he gradually stopped 
noticing the torturous stench. Xiao Yu’an stepped past the 
entrance again. 

Only a handful of prisoners were held in this prison, cells 
on either side empty. Xiao Yu’an followed the guard and 
passed through a dark corridor. The path led them to the 
deepest part of the prison, and they stopped in front of a 
regular cell door. 


The guard pulled out the keys and unlocked the door, 
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then swiftly covered the floor with a layer of clean straw, 
afraid of dirtying Xiao Yu’an’s shoes. 

I see we've got ourselves a sharp one; Xiao Yuan involuntari- 
ly shot the guard a look. 

A strong metallic scent rushed towards him, and the cell’s 
flickering candle flame shuddered slightly with the wind as 
Xiao Yu’an walked in. 

There was someone sitting in the corner—the colour of 
his white inner robes was already unrecognisable, stained by 
blood and other filth. Chains as thick as his wrists, restricting 
his every move, were almost embedded into the wounds on 
the man’s hands and feet. Under the faint light, one could see 
the bloodied, raw flesh from under his torn robes. His hair 
was dishevelled, and his features indiscernible. 

The man in the corner did not move at the noise, but 
one could see his eye through his unkempt hair. Xiao Yu’an 
looked into that eye— Yan Heqing s gaze was cold, aloof and 
resolute. 

Some people’s eyes were filled with emptiness despite 
being surrounded by wealth and riches, but there were some 
individuals whose eyes shone as bright as the stars, their gaze 
as steely as a sword even stuck in prison and covered in filth. 

A single look told Xiao Yu’an that if he did not kill Yan 
Heqing today, the man would definitely come for his life in 
the future. 

Xiao Yu’an wordlessly unsheathed the sword tucked at 
the guard’s waist, the precise edge of the blade making an 


unpleasant rasp. Everyone in the cell paled, terrified, and then 
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the imprisoned man finally moved. However, the slightest 
of movements was enough to cause pain, and his eyebrows 
knitted together. 

He looks so pitiful, Xiao Yu’an thought. The descriptions 
from the novel were all but words on paper, but seeing the 
male protagonist’s wretched condition with his own eyes, all 
he wanted to say was— 

Author! You're! Such! A! Wicked! Stepmother! 


This ts a character you created, your son! He’s too pitiful! 


Xiao Yu’an gripped the hilt of the sword tightly. An 
inexplicable emotion surfaced, accompanied by the rapid 
succession of numerous heart-puncturing stabs. 

This was heartache. 

It was only too simple to kill; Xiao Yu’an did not even 
need to lift a finger himself. The person before him was as 
lowly and insignificant as an ant. It would then take no time 
to destroy his corpse without leaving any traces behind. Once 
done, in this world, Yan Heqing would easily cease to exist. 

And yet Xiao Yu’an was unable to go through with it. 

Forget it. Privy to the novel’s plot, Xiao Yu’an just might 
be able to prevent the collapse of his empire, as long as he 
avoided walking the path that would lead this young emperor 
to his early demise. 

If that did not work out, his last resort would be to 
observe the changing tides and take the opportunity to treat 
the male protagonist well, even shower him with excessive 


attention while he was still imprisoned in the Northern 
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Empire. Perhaps then he could appeal to the man’s good side 
and somehow end up dying in one whole piece. 

Xiao Yu’an, who simply wished to die with all of his body 
parts intact, sighed before returning the blade to his guard. 
However, he did not intend to retreat without a fight. 

In the novel, the male protagonist was described as 
someone who possessed a striking appearance—exquisitely 
and uniquely stunning. 

Xiao Yu’an found his interest piqued and took a few steps 
forward, half kneeling next to the man. He brushed away the 
man’s dishevelled hair. 

Right when Xiao Yu’an reached out, Yan Heqing suddenly 
turned his head and viciously bit Xiao Yu’an’s hand. 

Xiao Yu’an paused, stunned at the unforeseen move. 

The man before him hardly had any strength left; while 
the bite hurt, it did not draw any blood. 

And with the way Xiao Yu’an was positioned, the guard 
and prison steward could only see his back, his current pre- 
dicament hidden from sight. Xiao Yu’an waited a moment 
before realising that Yan Heqing had no intention of letting 
go. He lamented, “Have you let out all your anger just yet?” 

Xiao Yu’an inferred that the man was exhibiting such 
behaviour as he was triggered by his killing intent when the 
sword was in his hands earlier. 

“Ow, ow,” Xiao Yu’an muttered. “Let go. The guard will 
get suspicious if this goes on.” 

Yan Heqing was bewildered by Xiao Yu’an’s amicable 


attitude and in a stupor, released his grip. 
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Xiao Yu’an massaged over the teeth marks on the back 
of his palm and hid them in his sleeves, then got to his feet 
and spoke to the prison steward and guard. “Release him 
and send an imperial physician over to properly tend to his 
wounds.” 


Xiao Yu’an then turned and took his leave. 


After such a bout of trouble, night had already fallen, the 
moon hanging overhead in the sky and its light drowning out 
the glitter of the stars. 

Xiao Yu’an returned to the Emperor’s Hall. 

As Xiao Yu’an returned with the metallic smell of blood 
clinging to him, his maidservant Hongxiu led him to a 
bathing pool. Xiao Yu’an had a soak just like he would in a 
hot spring, and the longer he was in there, the dizzier he felt. 
A moment later, Xiao Yuan heard Hongxiu ask a question 
through the haze of his mind. 

Xiao Yu’an did not pay much mind, ofthandedly respond- 
ing in the affirmative before soaking in the waters for nearly 
another hour. 

When Xiao Yu’an was done, Hongxiu carefully assisted 
him in getting dressed. 

He remembered that in the novel, the young emperor 
deeply favoured Hongxiu due to how quick-witted she was 
and how well she could discern the young emperor’s mood 
just from a look on his face. She was a vicious and merciless 
woman, responsible for disciplining his pleasure slaves 


without the slightest show of mercy; if any of them failed to 
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serve him well, a horrific beating at her hands was considered 
a light punishment. 

Xiao Yu’an looked at the quiet woman before him in all 
seriousness, unable to reconcile the description from the 
novel with her. 

What was Hongxiu’s ending in the novel again? 

Xiao Yu’an mulled over this with his head lowered. Before 
he could recall the details, Hongxiu said, “Your Majesty, it’s 
time to turn in.” 

“Alright.” Xiao Yu’an pulled himself out of his thoughts 
and tossed this question to the back of his mind. 

When they returned to the bedchamber, Hongxiu did not 
follow him inside and instead gently shut the door. 

The candles within the room were not lit; Xiao Yu’an 
waited as his eyes got accustomed to the dark, then ambled 
his way to bed with the help of the moonlight spilling 
through the latticed wooden windows. His surroundings 
were filled with silence, and tendrils of smoke curled upwards 
from the incense. 

What Xiao Yuan absolutely did not expect, however, was 


to find someone in his bed. 
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n CEO romances, when a domineering CEO 
Gi Lx. face-to-face with a soft and delicate 
young lady who willingly threw herself into 
his arms, he would tightly embrace her with 
an alluring smile and tease, “Little minx, you 
started this.” 

And when Xiao Yu’an, who was also a 
CEO, felt someone burrowing his way into his 
embrace and starting to tug at his robes, he... 

He! 

He flipped over, then followed with a 
standard grapple, an instant wrist catch, locking 
of arms and finally, applying pressure to the 
head—he had fully restrained the other! 

Restrained! The! Other! 

Well, my path to becoming a domineering 
CEO ts completely unsalvageable now! 


This was Xiao Yu’an’s first reaction. 
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Whoever was restrained in place was dumbfounded, too. 
Fearfully, this person sobbed, “Y-Your, Your Majesty, be 
gentle, please?” 

It was a voice characterised by softness, both gentle and 
adorable. 

But this voice belonged to a boy! 

Xiao Yu’an quickly released him. “Sorry, you scared me.” 

The young man curled in on himself slightly. “I-I didn’t 
mean it. Your Majesty, please don’t be angry.” 

Xiao Yu’an wrapped his hands around his head. Belatedly, 
he recalled two things. The first was, Fuck, this young emper- 
or’s gay! And the second, the question that Hongxiu asked 
him earlier in the bath was probably if he needed someone to 
serve him in bed! 

Noticing Xiao Yu’an’s prolonged silence, the young man 
inferred his displeasure and frantically fished out a rope from 
the bed. “Your Majesty, don’t be angry. You can tie me up. 
Didn’t you say the last time that you wanted to whip me 
with a ruler? This time, I came prepared with that too. Your 
Majesty?” 

The throbbing in Xiao Yu’an’s head intensified. 

He knew that the young emperor was gay, but not that 
he was a sadist! Not only that, he was also born a stunning 
beauty—was he a bottom in appearance but actually a top? 
Was he so brave as to challenge fate? How unconventional he 
was! 

Xiao Yu’an’s strange behaviour caused the young man to 


panic, who then pulled his robes apart and abruptly wrapped 
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himself around Xiao Yu’an. His robes fell to his wrists, 
exposing his smooth chest and shoulders. With a quiver in 
his voice, he shakily implored, “Your Majesty, I really want it. 
I beg of you, please give it to me.” 

Xiao Yu’an restrained the young man’s flailing arms and 
smiled. “No, I won’t. I won’t give it to you.” 

The young man was momentarily dumbfounded, cracks 
surfacing on his flustered face. 

“Have you finally calmed down?” Xiao Yu’an gently 
patted the young man’s head as an older brother would, then 
reached out to tidy up his robes. 

How could the young man even speak? He froze where he 
was, terrified by Xiao Yu’an’s abnormal behaviour. 

“Hongxiu? Hongxiu?” Xiao Yu’an hollered, and a candle 
flame outside the bedchamber flickered before Hongxiu 
pushed through the doors and entered. 

Hongxiu lit the candles in the room, instantly illuminat- 
ing the space. She knelt before the bed respectfully. “Your 
Majesty, what is it? Did he not serve you well?” 

Xiao Yu’an could feel the young man curl into himself 
beside him. “Not at all. He’s great, but I suddenly wasn’t in 
the mood. Take him back and remember to reward him.” 

Hongxiu nodded and helped Xiao Yu’an lie down on the 
bed again, then blew out the candles and left with the young 


man. 


As his surroundings quietened, Xiao Yu’an’s eyes opened 


abruptly. He reflexively reached out for his phone, normally 
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by his pillows, but realised it was not there halfway, so he 
quietly pulled back. 

Xiao Yuan had a habit. 

He could only sleep with the sound of someone breathing 
next to him. In modern times, he could play a recording 
on his phone, but faced with his current situation, he was 
overcome by a sense of helpless resignation. 

Unable to fall asleep, Xiao Yu’an exhaled heavily, sitting up 
and massaging his temples. After a moment, he decided to 


head out and take a walk. 


The main entrance to the Emperor’s Hall was heavily 
guarded. Xiao Yu’an paused in thought, then flipped himself 
out the window. 

The two guards stationed at said windows stared with 
their mouths agape as someone jumped out from within 
the hall, rolling on the grass once before steadying himself. 
Swiftly, they unsheathed their swords and placed them on 
the person’s neck. 

Xiao Yu’an lifted his head, staring at them—the swords 
fell to the ground in a loud clang after. 

An awkward silence ensued. 

Xiao Yuan got to his feet and calmly picked stray grass off 
his head. He then patted at the guards’ shoulders. “Comrades, 
you ve worked hard. So there are people guarding the 
windows, too.” 

The guards’ knees weakened at the contact, and with a 


thump, they dropped to the floor in a kneel. 
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Xiao Yu’an helped them up, asking, “Which path is less 
guarded?” 

Shaking, they pointed towards a small stone footway 
towards the southern side. Xiao Yu’an nodded in satisfaction, 
his hands casually tucked behind him as he headed in the 
specified direction. 

The guards shouted hastily, “Your Majesty, it’s late, and 
you re alone...” 

“Our love may not have wings, but when I wander alone, 
my heart sings. 2 

“ But 一” 

“But woe is me, a traveller far from home, marching the 
road in the gloam. Could you spare me the nonsense?” 

“Still—” 

“Still the warrior’s spirit lives on strong, so you had better 
play along. I would break your legs if you said another 
word.” 

Seeing the guards fall silent, Xiao Yu’an could not help 
but sigh, “The Three Hundred Tang Poems are truly the 
fruits of acquired wisdom.” 

Xiao Yu’an ended the conversation and walked away, 
humming to a tune and leaving the guards entirely at a loss. 


2 Xiao Yuan is playing a poetry word game where he starts a sentence 
with a random, ridiculous poem that doesn’t mean much in the same 
context following the single-syllable stutter by the guards, while adding his 
own spin to the latter half of the selected poem line. The first sentence is a 
line from poet Li Shangyin, called “Untitled Two Poems: The First”. The 
second sentence is from the poem “Encountering Hanshi Upon First Entry 
into Qinchuan” by poet Li Longji. The third sentence is from another 
poem titled “Setting Off for the Frontier” by poet Wang Changling. 
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“What are the Three Hundred Tang Poems...” 


The guards had been honest with him—not a single soul 
was in sight on this path, and the half-moon cast a soft, 
diaphanous sheen that lightly caressed Xiao Yu’an’s figure. 

The Northern Empire was in the midst of the winter 
solstice with icy winds blowing past. Wrapped in thin robes, 
Xiao Yu’an found the chill nearly unbearable; thus, his walk 
was short-lived as he decided to head back. As he turned to 
return the way he came, a euphonious melody from a guqin 
drifted to his ears. 

Playing the guqin out here in the middle of the night 
instead of sleeping? Either this person was strange in the head 
like he was, or they were the male or female protagonist. And 
if none of the above, then whoever they were, this person was 
undeniably an enigmatic, mysterious character! 

The guqin's melody continued to resound in his ears. 
Xiao Yuan lifted his head and gazed at the skyful of glittering 
stars, then headed in the direction of the melody, deep in 
thought. 

Playing the guqin was hardly the forte of the male protag- 
onist, Yan Heqing, so could this be the female protagonist, 
Princess Yongning? 

Could it be that an injured Yan Heqing was in so much 
pain that it was impossible to sleep, and unable to withstand 
the loneliness, he decided to come out here and take a stroll, 
only to coincidentally meet Princess Yongning, who was 


playing the guqin deep into the night; the two of them 
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meeting under the pavilion and knowing they were destined 
for each other at first sight? 

This was not right—their first encounter did not happen 
like this. 

Xiao Yu’an was incredibly curious, but when he was only 
a stone’s throw away from the pavilion, he carelessly stepped 
on a branch, making a faint noise. 

The melody ceased abruptly. Xiao Yu’an thought, Oops, 
before taking a few steps forward. It just so happened that 
another person scurried over from the other side, and the 
two of them collided head-on. 

That person shouted first, asking who it was. After seeing 
Xiao Yu’an’s face, he dropped to his knees at once. “Your 
Majesty! W-why is Your Majesty here?” 

Xiao Yuan stared, unmoving, as his confusion deepened. 

This person was neither Yan Heqing nor Princess Yongn- 
ing, but Xiao Yu’an recognised him. He was the guard who 
stayed at Xiao Yu’an’s side and helped pave the floor of the 
prison with straw earlier today. 

“Was that you playing the guqin?” Xiao Yuan asked. 

“It wasn’t me,” the guard answered anxiously. “I also came 
looking at the sound of the gugin, but I have yet to spot any 
suspicious figures.” 

The guard’s voice quivered, his hands clenched into fists 
and eyes darting around. 

Xiao Yu’an knew the guard was lying, but he could not 
be bothered to probe any further. Rather than the sound of 


the guqin, Xiao Yu’an was more curious about the role this 
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guard played. “What’s your name?” 

He would determine if he was good or evil based on his 
name; after all, Xiao Yuan knew the novel’s plot! 

“My name? Your Majesty, don’t you know...” Confusion 
was evident on the guard’s face, but he caught himself just in 
time. Clearing his throat, he continued, “Your Majesty, my 
surname is Yang, and my name is Liu’an.” 

Xiao Yu’an muttered, “Yang Liu’an...” 

It was as if a lustrous, round pearl had rolled down Xiao 
Yu’an’s throat and settled heavily on his heart, weighing 


down on him so much that his heart trembled. 


Xiao Yu’an could not remember most of the male side 
characters in the novel, but Yang Liu’an certainly left a deep 
impression on him. 

As the young emperor in the novel was inclined towards 
men, female readers inevitably harboured fantasies and delu- 
sions towards him. Thus, all sorts of heresies escalated rapidly 
in online fan communities. Xiao Yu’an had steered clear of 
these spaces, but later, a fiery discussion revolving around 
Yang Liu’an burned its way to the novel’s main discussion 
forum. 

Yang Liu’an had died. 

This guard was righteous and resolute, one of the few 
characters at the young emperor’s side who everyone saw as 
a good person, untarnished by villainy. Later in the novel, 
the young emperor’s brutal rule gave rise to the wrath of 


his citizens, and he encountered an assassination attempt 
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during a trip out. Yang Liu’an risked his life for his master 
and ultimately died tragically, beheaded under a sharp 
blade. 

Xiao Yuan did not know if the original plot would deviate 
because of him, but Yang Liu’an’s unwavering loyalty to the 
young emperor was an undeniable truth. 

Xiao Yuan glanced at Yang Liu’an with mixed feelings and 
pulled him up. “Stop kneeling.” 

Yang Liu’an finished thanking His Majesty and stood. 
“Your Majesty, where do you want to go? I’ll accompany 
you.” 

“Nowhere. It’s too cold, so I’m heading back,” Xiao Yu’an 
replied. 

Yang Liu’an moved to remove his outer robe without 
another word, but Xiao Yu’an stopped him quickly. “It’s 
only a short distance. It be warm once we walk for a bit.” 

Hesitation was evident on Yang Liu’an’s face, but he did 
not insist. Shortly after, they returned to the Emperor’s Hall, 
entering from the back. A thought came suddenly to Xiao 
Yuan, and with a slap to his head, he told Yang Liu’an, “By 
the way, help me take a look at Southern Yan’s prince and the 
condition of his injuries.” 

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Yang Liu’an saluted, cupping his fist. 

Xiao Yu’an nodded, then circled back to the windows. 
The two guards there remained in their positions from 
before, dazed, and upon Xiao Yu’an’s return, they heaved a 
sigh of relief. 


“Comrades, you’ve worked hard. Go get some rest,” Xiao 
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Yuan waved with his sleeves, then once again flipped over the 
8 Pb 


windows to get inside as all three guards stared on, stupefied. 


The next morning, Hongxiu arrived to assist Xiao Yu’an 
in freshening up and changing his clothes, only to find him 
sitting in bed like a blockhead. His eyes were unfocused and 
ringed with terrible dark circles as he stared ahead blankly. 

“Your Majesty?” Hongxiu was so alarmed that she almost 
dropped the full washbasin she was carrying. 

Xiao Yu’an broke out of his trance. “Huh?” 

“Your Majesty, what happened? Did you not sleep well?” 
Hongxiu asked, concerned. 

Not only did Xiao Yu’an not sleep well, he did not sleep a 
wink the whole night! 

It could not be helped; without the sound of someone 
breathing next to him, Xiao Yu’an was unable to fall asleep. 

It was not healthy to stay up too late at all. Xiao Yu’an 
massaged his temples, then got up to let Hongxiu dress 
him. Xiao Yu’an was someone who acclimatised quickly— 
wrought with anxiety from staying up all night, he decided 
to look for a distraction. 

For example, he could visit the male protagonist, then the 
female protagonist, and fully experience what it would be 
like to bathe under the halo of the main characters. 

The male protagonist Yan Heqing was undergoing treat- 
ment at the Imperial Physicians Hall at the moment. After 


his morning meal, Xiao Yu’an merrily rushed over. 
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Dawn had just broken—the biting cold of the winter 
solstice persisted in the early hours of the day. The scent 
of medicinal herbs lingered within the Imperial Physicians 
Hall, and under numerous rows of medicine drawers in the 
centre of the main hall, an elderly imperial physician clad 
in thick robes was dozing off, his head drooping intermit- 
tently. 

At the noise, the physician lifted his head, and upon seeing 
Xiao Yu’an, he hastily knelt and greeted the emperor. 

The moment he got to his knees, his aged arms and legs 
began to creak, startling Xiao Yu’an into helping him up 
quickly. “Where’s the person sent here from the prison 
yesterday?” 

“Your Majesty, he’s in the inner room. He was just given 
anaesthetic powder and should still be sound asleep,” the 
physician responded. 

“Take me to him.” 

The physician glanced at Xiao Yu’an’s assembly of guards 
and servants, and was visibly disconcerted. “Your Majesty, the 
inner room is small and cannot fit many.” 

Xiao Yuan singled out Hongxiu and Yang Liu’an. “T’ll just 
bring the two of them.” 

The physician did not dare make them wait any longer and 


led the way to the room in haste. 


The inner room was indeed small—a bed took up almost 
the entirety of the space, and on the bed was a man. Xiao 


Yuan suppressed his excitement, walking over slowly. 
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This was the male protagonist, Yan Heqing, who satisfied 
ten women at once in a single night. If he was not seducing 
women, he was ready to seduce one—a male protagonist 
who conquered all the women in the world! 

However, when he saw the man’s face, Xiao Yu’an was 
stunned. 

The person before him did not look as pathetic as he did 
in prison; his clothes had been swapped out for clean robes, 
and cloth dressings surrounded his hands and feet, staunch- 
ing any bleeding. His entire person looked refreshed, but for 
some reason, a layer of soot was smeared all over his face, and 
Xiao Yu’an could not see the man’s original features. 

The physician hurried to explain when he noticed Xiao 
Yu’an’s confusion. “He insisted on smearing it on his face.” 

Xiao Yu’an recalled the plot, realisation dawning upon 
him. 

In the novel, the young emperor, much like Xiao Yu’an, 
released Yan Heqing from prison. Yan Heqing understood 
the young emperor’s intentions and was adamant about dis- 
guising his appearance with soot. When Yan Heqing crossed 
the young emperor’s mind one day, driven by curiosity, 
the young emperor visited him. However, upon seeing Yan 
Heqing’s blackened face, he was revolted and never asked 
about Yan Heging again. 

As aresult, Yan Heqing escaped the misfortune of possibly 
becoming a pleasure slave. 

How quick-witted Hongxiu was, for she immediately 


noticed Xiao Yu’an’s visible disappointment. “Your Majesty, 
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should I fetch water to clean his face?” 

“No need. It’s alright.” Xiao Yu’an waved her off. 

He was not in a hurry. One of these days, he would 
definitely be able to see Yan Heqing’s true appearance. 

The man lying on the bed was frowning slightly. His 
breaths were long and deep, steady and calm. 

Xiao Yu’an thought about how this man, sleeping so 
soundly before him, could possibly eviscerate him to death 
alive perhaps a year later. He could not help but truly lament 
the situation, but soon after, dissatisfaction surged within 
him. 

Why is Yan Heqing sleeping so soundly?! I don’t enjoy the 
same luxury! 

Usually, inequality rather than scarcity was the root of 
all trouble. However, Xiao Yu’an was troubled by the latter, 
not the former—he suffered from a lack of sleep. He sighed 
deeply, What if there are no breathing sounds next to me in 
the future... 

Hold on. Breathing sounds? 

Xiao Yu’an looked at Yan Heqing, deep in slumber, then 
estimated the bed size with his hands. Nodding satisfactorily, 
he then pushed Yan Heqing towards the inside of the bed 
and lay down right next to him. 

He lay down?! 

The other three were dumbfounded for a second, and the 
physician fell to the floor in fear, kneeling before Xiao Yu’an. 
“Your Majesty?” 


“You don’t have to be so surprised. Haven’t you seen 
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anyone fall asleep on the floor in extreme exhaustion?” Xiao 
Yuan soothed the physician. 

The physician bellowed internally, I’ve never seen this! I’ve 
really never seen this! 

“Your Majesty, th-th-this is...2” Yang Liu an too, was 
unable to comprehend this. 

Thankfully, an adroit Hongxiu helped the physician to his 
feet and told Yang Liu’an, “Guard Yang, His Majesty didn’t 
sleep well last night and is drowsy, so he wishes to rest for a 
while. You can head to the door and stand guard first.” 

Xiao Yu’an could not help but sigh, As expected of the 
servant personally selected by the young emperor! She’s too 
understanding! 

Seeing the emperor nod, Yang Liu’an complied and took 
his leave. 

Hongxiu sent the physician on his way as well. While 
helping Xiao Yu’an undress and adjust his covers, she 
advised, “Your Majesty, the bed here is hard, and the covers 
are damp. If you want this person, why not take him back to 
your hall?” 

Xiao Yu’an was struck dumb at this. 

Young lady, I was wrong! I take back what I said about you 
being understanding! I simply want to sleep, so I beg of you not 
to mention the pleasure slaves again! This ts the male protago- 
nist! I’m afraid that death by evisceration will be insufficient 
and that my limbs will be wholly amputated! 

Xiao Yu’an was emotionally exhausted, and that turned 


into drowsiness immediately. He simply could not muster 
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the energy to explain himself, so he lay on the bed and shut 
his eyes, falling into slumber. 

Hongxiu probably did not expect Xiao Yu’an’s genuine 
desire to sleep, and after some bewilderment, she bustled 
about and helped him tuck in the covers before retreating 


out of the room quietly. 


It was already afternoon when Xiao Yu’an woke. He sat 
up and stretched, refreshed, then looked to the side as he 
massaged his neck. 

Yan Heqing’s posture had changed from lying flat on his 
back to his side. Both his hands were placed by his pillow, and 
despite his soot-covered face, his handsome facial features 
could still be faintly made out. 

Xiao Yu’an could not help but lament that the male 
protagonist seemed so damn harmless when he was asleep! 
If not for Xiao Yu’an’s knowledge of the novel, he would 
not dare believe that this person before him would invade 
the Northern Empire in the future in one fell swoop and 
slaughter everyone in the Imperial Palace. 

Likely having a nightmare, Yan Heqing’s fists suddenly 
closed into a death grip, his brows furrowed deeply, and his 
pale lips began to tremble. 

Xiao Yu’an quickly reached out to pat him. “Hey, com- 
rade, are you alright? Where’s your main protagonist’s halo? 


Where’s your cheat code’?” 


3 Literally translated as halo, and typically used on a story's main 
protagonist. It assumes that as a story's main protagonist, the plot, storyline 
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And that pat turned out to be a remarkable one, for Xiao 
Yuan realised that Yan Heqing was burning with a fever, his 
skin hot to the touch. 

“Water...” Yan Heqing mumbled incoherently. 

Xiao Yu’an got to his feet quickly, and after searching the 
room, he was rewarded with a porcelain flask and a small 
bowl. Xiao Yu’an filled the bow! with water, carried it to 
the side of the bed, then reached out and held Yan Heging, 
letting him rest against him. Bit by bit, he carefully fed the 
water into Yan Heqing’s mouth. 

Light knocks resounded at the door, likely after the 
individuals outside heard noises coming from within. 

It was the imperial physician. “Your Majesty, it’s time to 
change his dressings.” 

Xiao Yuan said, “Come in.” 

The doors to the inner room opened gently. Then, the 
physician was so frightened at the sight before him that 
the medicine in his hands dropped and scattered across the 
ground in a clatter. 

Hongxiu, following close behind, panicked instantly and 
rushed over in a few steps. “Your Majesty, how could you do 
such a laborious thing? Let me do it.” 

“It’s alright. ’m done.” Xiao Yu’an set the bowl down, 
then supported Yan Heqing as he was guided to lie on the 
bed. He asked the physician, “He has a fever. What do we 


and happenings within the novel would always be in favour of the 
protagonist to benefit them at all times, regardless if these turn of events 
are logical or not. Such an illogical advantage is called a #£ gua, a shortened 
version of 开 挂 ki gua, i.e., a cheat code. 
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The physician was kneeling on the floor and shakily 
picking the medicine up. At Xiao Yu’an’s question, he got to 
his feet hastily and saluted, cupping his fist. “Your Majesty, 
his condition is not dire. This fever will subside soon, he’ll 
mostly recover from his illness after that.” 

“That’s great.” Xiao Yu’an nodded. “Then I'd like to 
trouble you to take good care of him.” 

The physician trembled in fear, nodding his head pro- 
fusely. 

Xiao Yuan had slept well, and he had also visited the male 
protagonist. In a jovial mood, he merrily prepared to be 
transported back to his hall. 

Hongxiu was incredibly meticulous, however, and 
quietly asked Xiao Yu’an, “Your Majesty, once this man has 
fully recovered, should I arrange for him to go to Jingyang 
Palace?” 

Jingyang Palace was where the young emperor’s pleasure 
slaves resided and was managed single-handedly by 
Hongxiu. 

Xiao Yu’an pressed his hand to his forehead helplessly. “No, 
no.” 

Young lady, I beg of you! Put this dangerous thought to rest! 

Hongxiu was stumped. “Then where does Your Majesty 
wish for him to go?” 

Xiao Yu’an knocked at his head with a finger, troubled, as 
he wondered where the male protagonist had stayed before 


he and the female protagonist met. “To... to... oh, that’s right. 
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Let him go to the Imperial Household Department.” 

“The Imperial Household Department?!” 

Even the usually reserved Hongxiu could not help but 
voice her confusion. His Majesty’s concern for this man was 
palpable, but he did not want to keep him as his pleasure 
slave. Instead, he was making him a servant who handled 
chores. How strange! 

“Yes. It’s managed by Eunuch Zhao, isn’t it?” Xiao Yu’an 
asked. 

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Hongxiu composed herself. 

“That’s right, then. Send him to the Imperial Household 
Department.” 

After expressing his final words on the matter, he turned 
around again to look at a deep-in-slumber Yan Heqing. 

Yan Heqing, ah, Yan Heging. Eunuch Zhao ts one of the big 
villains, so youll have to suffer a lot, but for the sake of meeting 
Princess Yongning, your female protagonist, youll just have to 


tolerate tt. 


Xiao Yu’an never would have thought that after 
transmigrating, it was not the boredom that came from 
the lack of televisions, the misery due to the absence of 
Wi-Fi, or the ensuing disquietude without the existence of 
air-conditioners. 

But that he would agonise over his lack of sleep! 

He! Cant! Fall! Asleep! 

After getting no closer to sleep despite lying in bed stiff for 


a prolonged time, he simply turned over and got up to bother 
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Yang Liu’an, who was currently guarding the night in front 
of the Emperor’s Hall. 

Yang Liu’an was startled, but still obediently joined Xiao 
Yuan in a conversation about life. 

Xiao Yuan mumbled, “In the sea~ It’s all water. A fine 
horse~ Has four legs. Oh, heavens~ I need sleep.” 

Yang Liu’an’s lips twitched as he crumbled within, but as 
the emperor’s personal guard, he dutifully listened to Xiao 
Yu’an’s mutterings—what a paragon of virtues who touched 
the hearts of others! 

“Oh, Liu’an. Do you have any family?” Xiao Yu’an probed 
out of the blue after rambling for a while. 

“I don’t, Your Majesty.” 

“Your parents?” 

Yang Liu’an hesitated but answered truthfully nonetheless. 
“I was born by a palace maidservant and have no idea who 
my father is. I grew up in the palace and was blessed with the 
late emperor’s favour, earning a spot amongst the imperial 
guards, and today, serving Your Majesty. My only wish is to 
dedicate my life to my duty until the day I die.” 

Xiao Yu’an was reminded of the plot—of Yang Liu’an’s 
beheading in the novel. His brows furrowed uncomfortably 
as he changed the topic. After blindly chatting for a bit, Xiao 
Yuan recalled that the young emperor was into men, and if 
they chatted any longer, Yang Liu’an’s innocence would be 
under threat. So he returned to his bed and continued to lie 
there, his body stiff. 

He stayed that way for a long while. 
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The candle flames outside the door flickered. It was 
Hongxiu. “Your Majesty, are you asleep?” 

“Hmm? I’m not. What is it?” Xiao Yu’an asked, confused. 

Hongxiu carried a lantern in one hand and a porcelain 
bowl in the other. “I heard Imperial Guard Yang mention 
that Your Majesty can’t sleep, so I brewed calming soup.” 

Xiao Yu’an’s heart warmed. In this story where all under- 
standing women were won over by the male protagonist... 
Hongxiu, you're definitely a breath of fresh air and different 
from the rest! 

She was also aware that the young emperor only liked 
men, so she definitely was not looking to vie for his affection 
with this gesture. 

Hold up! Hongxiu already knows my sexuality, so... 

An idea popped into Xiao Yu’an’s mind, “It’s alright. I 
won't drink the soup, but Hongxiu, can you lie at the side of 
the bed and keep me company? Just until I fall asleep.” 

Hongxiu was stunned. “Does Your Majesty think the long, 
endless night too boring? Should I go and ask some pleasure 
slaves to accompany you?” 

Don't ask those clingy little fairies to come anymore! I really 
don't have what tt takes to become a domineering CEO! And 
the moment they arrive, they stick to my body like plaster. They 
refuse to come off no matter how hard I try! 

Resigned, Xiao Yu’an refused, “No need. Recently, I’m 
venerating the laws of nature and have decided to banish all 


human desire.” 
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“B-banish all human desire?” Hongxiu was so appalled 
that she almost bit off her own tongue. “Your Majesty, why 
have you suddenly become weak?” 

Xiao Yu’an was rendered speechless. 

After saying that, Hongxiu realised how inappropriate 
that was and fell to the ground with a thud, frightened. “I 
was speaking nonsense! Please, Your Majesty, punish me.” 

Xiao Yu’an, who thought he would truly become weak if 
he could not get a good night’s sleep, sighed in resignation. 
“It’s alright. Get up. Don’t kneel at the drop of a hat.” 

Hongxiu heaved a sigh of relief as she got to her feet. 

Verbal communication unsuccessful, Xiao Yu’an was just 
about ready to give up when Hongxiu blew out the candle 
without another word and stood beside his bed. 

Xiao Yu’an was so moved that his eyes filled with tears. He 


turned over and sunk deep into slumber, finally at ease. 


His primary concern, “How to sleep”, was solved after 
much difficulty, and right when Xiao Yuan thought he could 
relax for a couple of days, the main plotline of the novel came 
crashing at him. 

The Defender General of Beiping was here in remonstra- 
tion! 

Xiao Yu’an was chewing on his osmanthus cake when he 
asked Yang Liu’an, who had arrived to report this to him, 
with a face filled with confusion, “Who?” 

“Your Majesty, it’s General Sun!” Yang Liu’an was about 


to lose it. 
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The mouthful of osmanthus cake jammed right in Xiao 
Yu’an’s throat. He coughed profusely, and Yang Liu’an 
quickly served him some water. “Your Majesty, are you 
alright? Don’t rush. Eat slowly.” 

How could I eat in this situation?! 

Xiao Yu’an rushed to finish his drink, pushing the porce- 
lain bowl and the plate holding the cake into Yang Liu’an’s 
arms. “I’m giving you all of this. Where’s General Sun?” 

His hands suddenly occupied, Yang Liu’an replied, “The 
general is waiting for Your Majesty in the Main Reception 
Hall.” 

As he sprinted to the reception hall, he cursed, It just had 
to be this plotline from the novel! 


General Sun was a legendary figure. He was over sixty 
years old and had followed three generations of Northern 
Empire emperors to conquer the world in battles. He was 
renowned for his war achievements and respected by tens of 
thousands—after shadowing the late emperor in his attack 
on Southern Yan, he was conferred the title of Defender 
General of Beiping. He wielded the power of half of the 
Northern Empire’s military might in his hands. 

All of you, listen to that. Defender! General! Of! Beiping! 
How cool! How remarkable! 

And this man was also the young emperor’s relative by 
way of marriage—this old general was Princess Yongning’s 
maternal grandfather! 


And yet, it was this old general who the young emperor 
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almost beheaded in the novel! He was almost beheaded by 
that dumb fool! Beheaded! 

Since time immemorial, a death that embodied an official’s 
utmost loyalty would probably be by remonstrance for 
scholar-officials and in battle for military officials. This old 
general had been on the battlefields for more than forty years, 
and and instead of dying in the line of duty, he almost died 
after a remonstration.. 

According to the novel, it had mostly to do with the old 
general berating the young emperor— 

“How could you be so incapable, you’ve squandered the 
imperial treasury away to nothing, yet you’re immersed in 
entertainment and having fun on the daily! You'll drive the 
kingdom to its downfall like this! You brat, how are you such 
a disappointment? I need to discipline this idiotic twerp on 
behalf of the late emperor!” 

Faced with the old general’s rebuke, the young emperor 
put up with it out of consideration for his position. 

However, this old general was ill-tempered. His scolding 
lasted an hour until the young emperor got so worked up 
that he locked the general up in prison. 

He imprisoned this reputable and respected old general! 

Chaos exploded in the entire imperial court, leading to a 
period of instability and volatility. Thankfully, the young em- 
peror was not actually an idiot, and after he calmed down, he 
realised his mistake and let the old general out. Afterwards, 
he tossed this incident to the back of his mind and continued 


to host lavish feasts daily, living his life in debauchery. 
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The old general was pissed! Fuck this, he can do what he 
likes. This old man will no longer deal with him! 

So he left and resigned from his position, returning to his 
hometown in old age, back to a mundane life. 

For no reason at all, the Northern Empire lost an old 
general who could sustain the fighting morale of soldiers, 
someone who was highly revered for his war tactics. 

When Xiao Yu’an first read this section, he found himself 
sighing, If this didn’t result in the fucking collapse of the 


kingdom, then there was no justice to be had in this world! 


When Xiao Yuan arrived at the Main Reception Hall, the 
old general was unexpectedly clad in armour and a blood- 
stained cape—it was clear that he had come with unyielding 
determination. This aged general, with a full head of silver 
hair, swept his cape up when he saw Xiao Yuan. Saluting and 
cupping his fist, he knelt on one knee. Greeting the young 
emperor, he shouted in desolation, “Your Majesty!” 

How could Xiao Yu’an even accept this? He knelt right 
before the old general with a thud. “Correct! General Sun, 
everything you said is correct! I'll listen!” 

“.. Your Majesty... I haven’t even said anything yet...” 

What? You haven't spoken yet? When you shouted with such 
zeal earlier, I thought you were done with the complaints and 
were starting to provide some serious advice! 

With both knees on the ground, Xiao Yu’an reached out 
to help the old general up. “Please speak your mind. Please 
do.” 


-53- 


ae 


How Ye Survive 


as a Villain 


The old general refused and prostrated himself again. 
“Your Majesty! The late emperor battled for years in exchange 
for this land of peace, so you mustn’t let your ancestors 
down.” 

Xiao Yu’an returned the gesture hastily. “Yes! That’s right! 
I’ve let them down!” 

The old general once again prostrated himself in return. 
“The imperial treasury is now deficient of funds, yet you host 
banquets frequently, obsessed with pleasure-seeking, and 
are ignoring the affairs of the imperial court. These are early 
signs of the kingdom’s downfall!” 

Xiao Yuan once again responded in kind. “You’re right! 
You re absolutely right! General, you re right! [ll change. Ill 
definitely change!” 

The old general was at a loss for words, baffled. 

What's happening? Why ts the emperor so obedient? Is there 
something wrong with my head in my old age?! 

Xiao Yu’an helped the old general, whose bewilderment 
was visible on his face, up to his feet, then helped him sit 
down. “General Sun, please don’t kneel anymore. Sit here. I 
will stand and listen to your admonishment.” 

The old general was confused. 

Though he was caught off guard by Xiao Yu’an’s attitude, 
the old general began his tirade after composing himself. Just 
as expected, he really went on for a full hour, and the whole 
time, Xiao Yu’an responded with three sentences—“You’re 
right!” “You make so much sense!” “T’Il definitely listen to 


you!” 
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While these three sentences seemed exceedingly perfuncto- 
ry, Xiao Yu’an remained scrupulous in attitude. Not only did 
he accept the old general’s criticisms and did away with all 
imperial banquets, but he also agreed to start handling state 
affairs daily. He moved the old general so much that the man 
descended into tears and snot. 

The general exclaimed, The late emperor must've mant- 

fested and influenced you! 

Xiao Yuan thought, Screw that! He'd better not manifest 
before me! The young emperor inherited his ways of debauch- 
ery from him! 

With Xiao Yu’an’s response, the old general naturally had 
no impetus to leave. With the period of instability eliminated 
and Xiao Yu’an no longer squandering his wealth, the 
imperial treasury gradually moved out of the red and began 


accumulating profits. 


However, not everyone was pleased with this. As Xiao 
Yuan spent his days in court, one area of the Imperial Palace 
was enshrouded in gloom and despondency. 

This place was Jingyang Palace, where the young emper- 
or’s pleasure slaves lived. While the young emperor liked men 
and never had a female consort, pleasure slaves still held a low 
status and could not be compared to a consort. If the young 
emperor neglected them, they were no different from the 
lowest of slaves in status—no rewards and no favour. 

Jingyang Palace was rife with resentful complaints and 


sighs, but there was someone who continued going about his 
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life as usual. 

Despite it being early winter, the Northern Empire was 
already sealed in ice and snow. The cold inevitably engulfed 
the palace’s every corner. 

Xiao Fengyue woke early, wrapped in an outer robe and 
thick coat, and swept away the snow piled up outside his 
door. Although Xiao Fengyue was born and lived in South- 
ern Yan all his life and had never seen such a snowy sight, the 
surprise and joy at first seeing it had disappeared. In its place 
was a fear of the freezing cold. 

Xiao Fengyue was originally a guqin player in Southern 
Yan before he was captured by the Northern Empire follow- 
ing Southern Yan’s collapse. Due to his elegant demeanour 
and good looks, he was selected by Hongxiu and placed in 
Jingyang Palace. 

Fortunately, the young emperor had a preference for the 
soft, alluring, and flirtatious ones. He had no interest in Xiao 
Fengyue and thus never sought him out. Xiao Fengyue lived 
in Jingyang Palace, passing time day by day. 

Xiao Fengyue cleared the snow in front of the doors, 
breathed into his reddened hands, and was about to walk 
into the room when someone covered his eyes from behind 
him. 

Xiao Fengyue’s mouth curved in a small smile, reaching 
out to touch the hands over his eyes. “Liu’an.” 

“Ah, you recognised me again.” Yang Liu’an pulled his 
hands back and sheepishly scratched his head. 


“Hurry and come in, lest someone sees you,” Xiao 
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Fengyue quickly pulled Yang Liu’an into the room and shut 
the doors. 

“Your hands are freezing.” Yang Liu’an held Xiao 
Fengyue’s frozen-red hands and caressed them. 

“It’s not serious,” Xiao Fengyue replied, his head lowered, 
but there was an undeniable smile in his voice. 

“Oh, His Majesty rewarded me with some osmanthus 
cakes previously. I’ve brought them so you can have a taste.” 
Yang Liu’an retrieved an oil paper package from his pocket, 
carefully unwrapped it and picked up a small piece, feeding 
Xiao Fengyue. “Does it taste good?” 

Xiao Fengyue nodded, his smile growing softer. “It is. By 
the way, when I played the guqin for you in the pavilion last 
time, and someone else heard me...” 

“It was His Majesty.” 

Seeing Xiao Fengyue’s face pale, Yang Liu’an quickly 
waved his hands. “Don’t panic. His Majesty didn’t probe any 
further.” 

Xiao Fengyue exhaled lightly, still reeling from the expe- 
rience. “That’s good. Why do you have time to come over 
today?” 

“I can stay with you for the whole day because His Majesty 
didn’t wish for his guards and servants to follow him today,” 
Yang Liu’an answered. 

Confusion was evident on Xiao Fengyue’s face. “What 
for?” 

“His Majesty mentioned it to me, but I didn’t under- 


stand,” Yang Liu’an sighed. Recently, the emperor had been 
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more approachable, but his words were becoming stranger 
by the day. 

“Oh? What did His Majesty say?” 


“He said he was going to secretly peek at the male and 
female protagonists’ first encounter.” 
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n the Imperial Garden, Xiao Yuan hid 

himself behind a thicket of snow-laden 
shrubs. Exposed to the frosty gales of winter, 
Xiao Yu’an bubbled with excitement in spite of 
the cold. 

Based on the novel, about half a month after 
the old general’s remonstration, Yan Heqing 
and Princess Yongning would have their first 
encounter at the Autumn Dew Pavilion. 

A book-to-movie adaptation—Xiao Yu’an 
was already rubbing his hands in anticipation! 

However, even as the sun set and dusk fell, 
the male protagonist, Yan Heqing, had yet to 
appear. 

Snow began to fall; Xiao Yu’an was frozen 
speechless, but also could not bring himself to 
leave. All he did was pull his robes in tighter 


while continuously letting out huffs of air. 
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Shortly after, the sound of footsteps drifted over. Xiao 
Yuan crouched low, furtively looking in the direction of the 
noise. 

Xiao Yu’an was a touch disappointed at the sight of Yan 
Heqing’s dirt-covered face, but the disappointment was 
quickly replaced by incredulity. 

They were in the peak of winter marked by freezing 
temperatures, yet Yan Heqing was wrapped in all but a thin 
linen layer, lacking even an outer robe for protection against 
the wind. 

The skin on Yan Heqing’s hands was split and covered 
with bits of dried blood—it was an appalling sight. In Yan 
Hegqing’s hands was a broom, and Xiao Yu’an surmised that 
he had been sent here by Eunuch Zhao for snow-clearing 
duty. 

Yan Heqing came to a stop before the Autumn Dew 
Pavilion but did not immediately begin his assigned task. 
Instead, he brutally pressed down on his abdomen with one 
hand and picked up the snow on the pavilion railings with 
the other before stuffing it into his mouth, visibly in pain. 

My heavens, what an awful predicament he’s in! 

Xiao Yu’an lamented, How could a stallion novel’s male 
protagonist be in such dire straits? He’s even eating snow to 
stave off his hunger! 

Forget it, hell soon encounter Princess Yongning, and then 
hell have someone to care for him. 

Xiao Yu’an sighed and continued to observe in secret. 


However, even at the lowest point of his life, Yan Heqing 
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stood tall and upright the moment he picked up the broom, 
exuding an extraordinary demeanour of unrivalled greatness. 

A silent outcry burst from within Xiao Yu’an. Everyone, 
look at this! The male protagonist is holding his broom as if 
he’s wielding a sword! Those who dare to bully Yan Heqing— 
do you all truly not see the makings of a victor and his main 

protagonist’s halo? When you abuse him, do you really not feel 
a chill down your spine and the sudden tension around your 
neck?! 

Obviously not, because Xiao Yu’an was barely done with 
his internal monologue before a servant emerged from out of 
nowhere and kicked at Yan Heqing’s knee. 

Xiao Yu’an was at a loss for words. 

Random villain comrade! Do you know what you're doing? 
You're kicking the male protagonist! What a defining moment 
in life! You must commit this to memory well! 

The attack came without warning— Yan Heqing staggered 
but steadied himself right in time and avoided falling to his 
knees. Unexpectedly, the servant tried again, this time with 
a threatening sneer. “Huh, the sheer audacity! You’re even 
refusing to kneel now?” 

Yan Heqing s kneecaps plummeted into the snow, but his 
spine did not yield under pressure. 

“Look at this. Look at this!” The servant sneered, pointing 
at the surrounding snow. “Didn’t Eunuch Zhao tell you to 
finish removing the snow before the hour of the rooster?” 

Yan Heqing corrected him in a neutral tone, “The hour of 


the dog.” 
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The servant slapped Yan Heqing and lashed out, “Can’t 
do your work properly, but your mouth sure runs fast, huh?” 

Hidden away behind the shrubs, even Xiao Yu’an, who 
did not think he was as tender-hearted as a woman, could 
not bear to witness the unfolding scene. He involuntarily felt 
his heart ache for Yan Heqing; at the end of the day, this very 
moment in the novel was merely words on paper—seeing 
this with his own eyes, however, offered him a whole new 
perspective. 

The servant went on a long tirade before delivering a final 
threat, “You’re to kneel here for the entire night as punish- 
ment. If you dare run, I'll break your legs tomorrow!” With a 
snort of laughter, the servant turned to leave. 

This character’s villainous vibes were overly stereotypical; 
Xiao Yu’an was sold and applauded internally, stupefied. 

But making the male protagonist kneel for a night? Pal, 
I’m afraid you're delusional. Just another hour and Princess 
Yongning will soon be here to— 

Rescue! The! Hero! In! Distress! 

Xiao Yu’an reassured Yan Heqing in his heart, Yan Heging, 
just bear with it for a while longer. Your destined one, your 
eternal white rose, your first love—shell be here to save you 
soon! 

Then an hour passed. 

Princess Yongning did not come. 

Another hour passed. 

Princess Yongning still did not come. 


Yet another hour after. 


-62- 


flow Ye Survive 


as Aa Villain 


Princess Yongning was still nowhere to be seen. 

The skies were gradually darkening as the winds and 
snow picked up. Yan Heqing knelt before the Autumn Dew 
Pavilion, both hands clenched tightly into fists, white-lipped 
and shivering. 

After half an hour, Xiao Yu’an silently bellowed, Princess 
Yongning! My hair ts turning white just waiting for you! 
Where are your! What are you doing?! Are you aware that 
your future husband might freeze to death here if you don't 
turn up soon? 

As temperatures began to plummet, Xiao Yu’an could 
no longer withstand the conditions, even while wrapped in 
layers as thick as a bear. So what of Yan Heqing, who was 
starving and only had thin robes on? If this went on for any 
longer, there was no doubt that he would succumb to the 
cold. 

However, not even a glimpse of Princess Yongning could 
be seen. 

Something must have gone wrong. 

Xiao Yu’an’s mind raced as he thought about it. 

Two weeks after General Sun’s remonstration—checked. 
Autumn Dew Pavilion—checked as well. Even the scene where 
Yan Heging was harshly treated ts identical to that of the 
novel’s. 

If so, why did the key character Princess Yongning not 
appear after all this time? 

In the novel, after Princess Yongning escorted General 


Sun, who was returning to his hometown for good, she 
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passed by this place on her way back to her residence and 
bumped into Yan Heqing, who was being punished. She 
could not bear for him to... 

Hold up. 

What the fuck? Hold up. 

In the novel, Princess Yongning only passed by this place 
because she was sending the retired, old general off. And 
now, because of Xiao Yu’an’s humble attitude in listening to 
his advice, the old general had no intentions of heading back 
to his hometown and living a rural life! 

So naturally, Princess Yongning did not have to send her 
grandfather off—so how could she pass by and save Yan 
Heqing? 

Fuck! 

Xiao Yu’an shuddered as he came to this realisation. Then, 
he rushed towards Yan Heqing, removing his outer robes 
simultaneously. 

Coming to a stop before Yan Heqing, Xiao Yu’an secured 
his robes tightly around the man’s body. “Are you alright? 
How are you feeling?” 

With every last bit of strength he had, Yan Heqing lifted 
his head and looked blearily at Xiao Yu’an. His body swayed, 
then fell forward. 

He crashed into Xiao Yu’an, who almost fell onto the 
snow-covered ground on his back. Xiao Yu’an caught himself 
with an already frozen Yan Heqing in his arms. “Don’t sleep! 
Bro, wake up. Hang in there for a little longer! Your harem is 


waiting for you.” 
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The ensuing shouts did nothing to wake Yan Heqing up. 
Xiao Yu’an grew increasingly anxious. He removed all of his 
outer robes in a panic and wrapped them tightly around Yan 
Heging, then placed him on his back and hurried towards 
the Imperial Physicians Hall. 

The elderly imperial physician on night shift, who was 
over fifty years old, had never encountered anything critical 
before. However, today, he was so terrified by Xiao Yu’an 
that his eyes rolled. He exclaimed, “Your Majesty! H-how can 
you...” 

How could you be alone? How could you wear so little in this 

frigid weather? And who's the person you're carrying on your 
back? How could you personally carry someone on your back? 

The old physician just had too many questions and did 
not know where to start! 

Xiao Yu’an responded in kind, Why the hell are you asking 
questions? SAVE THE MAN! 

“...1-inner room.” The old physician shook in fear, his 
speech unclear. 

Xiao Yuan carried Yan Heqing there, then removed all of 
his snow-soaked clothes and put him under the bed covers. 
Afterwards, he rubbed his hands warm before placing them 
on Yan Heqing’s chest. 

The old physician soon finished heating a tub of water and 
placed Yan Heqing in it. Xiao Yu’an watched Yan Heqing’s 
breathing and temperature gradually return to normal, a 
long sigh of relief escaping him. 

By the side, the physician asked in concern, “Your Majesty, 
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are you alright?” 

Xiao Yu’an wiped his cold sweat away, slightly short of 
breath. “Me? What could be wrong with me?” 

The physician persisted, “Your Majesty, your face is flushed 
red and you're breathing rapidly, so no matter how I look at 
it...” 

Xiao Yu’an did not hear what the old physician said 


after—he blacked out and fell to the floor. 


Upon awakening, Xiao Yu’an was back in the Emperor’s 
Hall. 

Below his bed was a sea of black, where a hall full of impe- 
rial physicians and servants knelt. Seeing that Xiao Yu’an had 
returned to consciousness, everyone wailed, “His Majesty is 
awake! He’s awake!” 

Xiao Yu’an’s head buzzed. Bothered by the noise, he 
simply covered his head with the covers. Hongxiu hurriedly 
dispersed the crowd when she noticed. 

“Wait, is that physician from before here?” Xiao Yu’an 
asked, pulling himself together and flipping the covers aside. 

“Y-yes, I’m here,” the physician answered meekly. 

“How’s Yan Heqing doing?” 

“He’s out of the woods, Your Majesty.” 

As expected of the male protagonist. Xiao Yu’an was 
wrapped in layers over layers, but still ended up with a fever. 
Yan Heqing was fine despite being frozen for so long. 

Xiao Yuan instructed, “Take good care of him.” 


The old physician obeyed the decree, leaving the hall. 
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Hongxiu covered her mouth as she chuckled softly, “Pve 
never seen Your Majesty so concerned over someone else 
before.” 

Because I'd be eviscerated to death otherwise! Fully disrupt- 
ing the novel’s plot with his decisions was something Xiao 
Yuan did not expect—so what's the next step? 

Xiao Yu’an laughed bitterly. Supporting himself with a 
single hand on the bed, he moved to sit up. 

Hongxiu rushed forward, her movements gentle as she 
supported Xiao Yu’an. “Would Your Majesty like to have 
some water?” 

Seeing Xiao Yu’an’s nod, Hongxiu swiftly brought water 
over and fed it to him sip by sip. At the same time, Yang 
Liu’an approached and reported, “Your Majesty, Princess 
Yongning has arrived.” 

Xiao Yu’an choked on a mouthful of water, making a 
gurgling sound as he struggled to swallow both the water and 
his breath. “Who? Who was that? P-Princess Yongning?” 

Yang Liu’an did not get a chance to respond before a eu- 
phonious voice rang out from the doorway. “Emperor-gege’.” 

Xiao Yu’an lifted his gaze and looked over. The novel cited 
a poem to describe Princess Yongning: “From the north 
comes a ravishing woman, and one look at her, cities fall; a 


。 9 
second glance, and empires collapse.” 


4 Gege is a term with two primary meanings: a. A male sibling older than 
oneself with the same parents; b. An older male relative within the same 
generation. 

5 A line from a poem titled “The Song of a Northern Beauty” by Li 


Yannian, used to describe the stunnning extent of a woman’s beauty. 
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Right now, Xiao Yu’an’s head was filled with the words: 
incomparable beauty. 

So ts this what the legendary female protagonist looks like?! 

He gasped. 


Oh wow, incomparable indeed! 


Princess Yongning was clad in a plain silver robe with 
silk gold phoenix patterns. A bracelet stitched with silver 
bells adorned her fair and delicate wrists, while locks of her 
hair were bound together with a white jade hairpin. When 
she saw Xiao Yuan feebly sitting in bed, Princess Yongning 
threw herself onto him in just a few steps. Her lively, doe-like 
eyes were filled with concern. “Emperor-gege, why did you 
fall sick all of a sudden?” 

Because you kept failing to save your future husband! So I’m 
the one who had to suffer from the cold all night! 

Xiao Yuan knew that he only had himself to blame for 
this. While considering the possibility of just tying Yan 
Heging up and throwing him at Princess Yongning, he waved 
her off. “It’s nothing, a moment of carelessness and... cough, 
cough.” 

Princess Yongning reached out and patted Xiao Yu’an on 
the back. “The weather is getting colder, so you must watch 
your health. Have some of the soup I made.” 

She took the box from the maidservant behind her as she 
spoke. Seeing this, Hongxiu stepped forward respectfully. 
“Your Highness, let me serve it.” 


“Alright.” Princess Yongning handed the box over. 


-68- 


How Ye Survive 


as a Villain 


Lifting the lid, Hongxiu reached for the pot of soup with 
her bare hands. At the sight of this, Princess Yongning cried 
out in panic, “Careful, it came straight from the fire. It’s 
scalding hot!” 

This warning came too late. With a soft “ah”, the pot 
slipped from Hongxiu’s hands and struck the ground, 
shattering, and the soup splattered across Princess Yongning. 

It happened so suddenly that silence fell over the room for 
a whole second. 

Hongxiu fell to her knees abruptly, kowtowing repeatedly 
and fearfully with an ashen face. “This is all my fault! I ask 
for Your Highness’ punishment! I deserve to die!” 

Xiao Yu’an was just about to have Hongxiu get up when 
Princess Yongning beat him to it, stooping over to help 
Hongxiu to her feet with a small smile. “Don’t be afraid. 
It’s of no consequence. I didn’t tell you that it would scald 
your hands beforehand, so it was my mistake. Emperor-gege 
certainly won’t fault you. Emperor-gege, am I right?” 

Good heavens! Is the female protagonist not radiating 
light? Is she not sparkling with a hallelujah and the merciful 
Bodhisattva’s light of purification? 

“That’s right. You’re not to blame.” Xiao Yu’an nodded. 

Unexpectedly, the emperor known for his devotion to his 
sister did not blow up. Hongxiu’s fear, however, lingered. 

“Emperor-gege, I'll go make you another.” Princess 
Yongning smiled and stood up. 

Flustered, Hongxiu stammered, “But Y-Your Highness, 


your clothes...” 
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“Oh.” Princess Yongning lowered her head and glanced at 
her skirt now stained with soup. “It’s alright. I'll change into 
one of Emperor-gege’s clothes.” 

As she said that, Princess Yongning made her way into 
the hall with familiarity to find clothes, then changed in the 
inner room. When she reappeared, Princess Yongning was 
dressed in smart-looking male attire. She had meticulously 
pinned up the portions that were too wide and was a dashing 
sight to behold. 

“T’ll be heading to the Imperial Kitchen. Have a good rest, 
Emperor-gege.” Princess Yongning cheekily bid him a formal, 
official’s farewell. 

Xiao Yu’an was filled with emotion as he gazed at Princess 
Yongning’s departing figure. 

One of the reasons for the popularity of “The History 
of the Four Empires” could be attributed to the successful 
development of the female protagonist’s character in the first 
half of the novel. 

As the female protagonist, Princess Yongning was never 
a burden to others, never pretended to be stupid, never 
whined, was hardly weak, and did not have any ambiguous, 
lovey-dovey relationships with other male characters. 
Princess Yongning was no hypocritical, two-faced character. 
To most, she was straightforward and endearing—it was no 
wonder she was a favourite among many male nerd readers. 

This was also why no one ever expected the story to turn 
into a stallion novel later! When the author killed off Princess 


Yongning, no one saw it coming! 
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No! One! Saw! It! Coming! 

Just when everyone thought that her death was a ruse, that 
she had surely faked it, the author breezily responded, “She's 
as dead as a doornail.” 

The comments section instantly imploded with a sea 
of caterwauling cries—all the comments condemning this 
wicked stepmother author in tears. 

Xiao Yu’an was still in the midst of his thoughts when 
Princess Yongning returned to the Emperor’s Hall, having 
made another pot of soup. “Emperor-gege, try some.” 

Xiao Yu’an felt the chill in his stomach dissipate with the 
warm soup. 

“Was it good?” Princess Yongning’s eyes curved into a 
smile. 

“It was.” Xiao Yu’an nodded. At the same time, he won- 
dered, What should I do to engineer a chance encounter for the 
male and female protagonist, where the sparks of love will fly?! 


While Xiao Yu’an was engrossed in Yan Heqing’s affairs, 
there was another person whose thoughts lingered on Yan 
Heging—Eunuch Zhao from the Imperial Household 
Department. 

“So what you're saying is that His Majesty was the one 
who picked the Southern Yan’s prince, Yan Heqing, out of 
the snow yesterday?” Eunuch Zhao was seated on a wide, 
Grand Preceptor wooden armchair, his index finger tapping 
in an irregular cadence. 


The servant who bullied Yan Heqing previously knelt 
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before Eunuch Zhao. Obediently, he answered, “Most 
definitely.” 

Eunuch Zhao mulled over this for a moment, his eyes 
filled with malice. In an inimical tone, he continued, “Where’s 
Yan Heqing now?” 

“He’s still in the Imperial Physicians Hall, Eunuch Zhao.” 

“Alright. Give it a few days. When Yan Heqing returns, 


gather a few others and we'll feel him out.” 


The leaden winter skies cast a sombre hue over the land as 
the northern wind whistled and surged unforgivingly against 
wilted, barren trees. The days of the winter solstice had just 
passed, but temperatures continued to drop in this weather. 

Dawn was marked by the faint sunlight peeking over the 
horizon and crowing chickens—most of the servants within 
the palace remained deep in slumber, but Yan Heqing had 
already taken up his broom, ready to clear the snow in the 
courtyard. 

A heavy snow coat enveloped the courtyard, covering even 
the intersections of tree branches and fences. An expanse of 
white greeted the eyes, interrupted only by the single branch 
of red plum blossoms blooming brightly in the corner of the 
courtyard. 

Realising that he was alone, Yan Heqing moved into a 
graceful sword dance form with the broom in place of his 
sword. Shortly after, he collected himself and began his 
sweeping task proper, clearing the courtyard in less than an 


hour. 
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Just as Yan Heqing was about to head back into his room, 
a snowball suddenly hurtled towards his head. A rock was 
even encased within, and pain exploded across Yan Heqing’s 
forehead on impact. He reached out to have a feel, and 
unsurprisingly, his hand came away with blood. 

A pair of malicious servants pointed at Yan Heqing, 
breaking out into uproarious laughter. 

“Hey, you. We heard that His Majesty saved you a while 
back, so why didn’t you go to Jingyang Palace?” The slightly 
plumper servant sneered in a suggestive manner. 

“Look at him covered head to toe in dirt like this—can 
he even catch His Majesty’s eyes?” The skinny other snorted 
with disdain. 

Yan Heqing’s expression was icy cold, and without another 
word, he turned to head back to his room. 

“Hey, don’t go.” The plump servant stopped him. “We 
just want to chat.” 

Yan Heqing lowered his head and tried to move past him, 
but the other servant grabbed his collar from behind, tugging 
hard. “Oh, not taking our offer, are you? You’ve got a temper 
now that you’ve seen His Majesty? You can’t even chat 
anymore?” 

“Yeah, what’s with that?” The plump servant was visibly 
displeased, shoving at Yan Heqing. 

Despite such humiliation, Yan Heqing did not display the 
slightest bit of fury and quietly endured this treatment. 

Hidden away, Eunuch Zhao quietly watched this unfold 


with knitted brows. 
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“Eunuch Zhao, I think he’s too cowardly to be a threat,” 
Steward Feng, who had punished Yan Heqing by kneeling on 
that snowy night, whispered into Eunuch Zhao’s ears. 

“You’re a damn fool,” Eunuch Zhao snorted, glancing 
coldly at him. 

Steward Feng initially intended to flatter, but he never 
expected his attempts at flattery to end up backfiring. His 
face reddened in shame. 

Eunuch Zhao placed his hands behind his back. “A man 
who can bear humiliation should be feared the most. Have a 
good look at his eyes.” 

Steward Feng quickly craned forward to comply. 

It was difficult to see Yan Heqing’s eyes with his head 
lowered, but when he looked up on occasion, those eyes 
were filled with determination and fearlessness. They were 
as sharp as the edge of a blade, reminiscent of raging fire and 
the relentless sea, and comparable to the perennial, enduring 
mountains’ backbone. 

Only a single glance and one would tremble. 

“Well...” Steward Feng was wide-eyed, his tongue tied. 

“Do you understand now? This man’s clearly a trapped 
beast, and should he escape his cage one day, he’ll definitely 
destroy everyone who has ever done him harm, devour them 
fully, and leave not even a morsel behind!” Eunuch Zhao’s 
eyes narrowed. In an ominous tone, he added, “This man... 
cannot remain.” 

“Eunuch Zhao, you mean...?” Steward Feng gestured, a 


finger slitting across his throat. 
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Eunuch Zhao shook his head. “While His Majesty 
wouldn’t investigate if a servant vanished from the Imperial 
Household Department, he’s still the prince of Southern 
Yan and was rescued by His Majesty a few days ago. We can’t 
harm him. Besides, the best way to tackle a wild beast isn’t to 
slaughter it.” 

Steward Feng bowed respectfully. “Eunuch Zhao, please 
enlighten me.” 

Leisurely, Eunuch Zhao remarked, “A ferocious, wild 
beast like him... When his claws are worn away, his sharp 
teeth extracted and his spine broken—wearing him down bit 
by bit until his subservient side emerges, and keeping him on 
his knees for an eternity without any possibility of getting to 
his feet—only then will we rest assured. Do you understand, 
Steward Feng?” 

“I understand now.” Steward Feng bowed again. 

“Then be on your way.” Eunuch Zhao swept at the air 


with his sleeves, turning around to leave. 


Back on the other side, the pair of plump and skinny 
servants believed they had more or less completed the task 
assigned by Eunuch Zhao, and it was time to let Yan Heqing 
gO. 

However, when they looked up, they saw Eunuch Zhao’s 
lapdog, Steward Feng, approach. 


“Steward Feng!” They greeted hastily with respect. 


Steward Feng grunted and waved at them in arrogance 


before turning towards Yan Heging. 
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Yan Heqing remained silent with his head bowed. 

Steward Feng was not bothered by this, simply lifting a leg 
and viciously kicking at Yan Heqing. “Kneel.” 

Yan Heqing stumbled, his kneecaps striking the ground 
hard. 

“What is it? Didn’t you run your happy mouth off previ- 
ously? Why aren’t you saying anything this time?” Steward 
Feng circled Yan Heqing once, then reached out to grab at 
his face, forcing Yan Heqing to meet his eyes. 

Steward Feng intended to humiliate and terrify him, 
but when their eyes met, the sheer detestation, abhorrence 
and superiority without the slightest bit of humility in Yan 
Heging’s eyes sent a shiver down his spine. 

“Y-y-you dare glare at me?” Steward Feng struck Yan 
Heqing with his palm and beckoned the plump servant over. 
“You do it. Slap him for me.” 

“Sure,” the plump servant snickered, walking up and 
slapping Yan Heqing twice without holding back. 

Steward Feng watched on coldly as he grappled with shock 
within. 

Any common man in the same situation would have al- 
ready exploded in rage, but not only did Yan Heqing endure, 
his back was ramrod straight from beginning to end! 

Yan Heqing was indeed anything but cowardly—that Eu- 
nuch Zhao, with his depth of experience and crafty nature, 
had absolutely nailed it. 

Steward Feng found Yan Heqing’s unyielding back an 


extreme eyesore and gave in to the urge to deliver a kick to 
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Yan Heqing’s waist. At the blow, Yan Heqing was thrown 
forward, crashing to the ground face-down. An object rolled 
out from his robes at the same time. 

The skinny, sharp-eyed servant picked the item up and re- 
alised it was a well-crafted jade hairpin after scrutiny. “Steward 
Feng, have a look at this.” 

Yan Heqing’s hand went to his chest and a panicked 
expression flashed across his face. 

Receiving the jade hairpin, Steward Feng’s voice dripped 
with disdain as he snorted, “What cheap garbage.” 

“Give it back!” Yan Heqing got to his feet suddenly, want- 
ing to snatch it over, but the other two servants obstructed 
him. 

At Yan Heqing s reaction, Steward Feng’s mouth curved 
into a cunning smile. “It looks like garbage, but it should still 
be worth some money. Don’t expect to get it back. Just think 
of it as you offering me a gift of respect.” 

“What is it? I want to be offered a gift of respect, too,” 
Xiao Yu’an said casually by Steward Feng’s ear, quietly 
leaning on him. 

Steward Feng shouted in fright, turning around and 
almost lashing out in anger. “Which idiot... Your Majesty?!” 

At Xiao Yu’an’s sudden appearance, the trio were petri- 
fied, their faces visibly ashen. 

Racked with tremors, they got to their knees and kow- 
towed profusely. “Y-Y-Your Majesty! Why are y-y-you here?” 

Xiao Yuan, of course, came to see Yan Heqing, but what 


he did not expect was to once again bump into Yan Heqing 
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being humiliated. 

Not much time has passed since he was punished to kneel in 
the snow. Why are all of you here creating trouble again? How 
diligent villains are these days! Do they not rest at all? Are 
their missions so frequent? 

Xiao Yuan faced Steward Feng and reached out. “What 
were you talking about earlier?” 

Steward Feng quickly raised the jade hairpin with both 
hands. Xiao Yu’an grabbed it, and just a look shocked him so 
much that he almost tossed it. 

Oh my days, do you guys know what this is? To offer tt as a 
gift of respect? Perhaps to respect the coffin that'll take you to 
your early graver! 

This jade hairpin was the only keepsake the male pro- 
tagonist had of his mother, the empress. This was also the 
token of love that Yan Heqing would one day give to Princess 
Yongning! 

And you guys dared take tt? 

Isn't it great to be alive? Was tt exhausting to be alive? 

So exhausting that you'd silently seek death? 

Colour had drained from Xiao Yu’an’s face in fright; he 
turned around and stuffed the hairpin into Hongxiu’s hands. 
“Hongxiu, hold onto this! Be careful not to break it!” 

Hongxiu acquiesced with a nod. 

Xiao Yu’an patted his chest and shot a look in Yan 
Heqing’s direction. Seeing how thin Yan Heqing’s robes 
were, Xiao Yuan sighed involuntarily. 


The male protagonist was truly too pitiful in the early 
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stages of the novel. Xiao Yu’an walked over in a few steps, 
taking off his outer robe and wrapping Yan Heqing in it. 

Yan Heqing’s body stiffened and his brows furrowed. His 
resistance was palpable, but nonetheless, he stayed silent. 

You're already in such a pitiful state. Could you be any more 
disdainful? 

Xiao Yu’an asked, “Can you get up?” 

Yan Heqing nodded, but he teetered as he got to his feet. 

Xiao Yu’an turned around and shouted, “Liu’an, take him 
into the room.” 

Yang Liu’an obeyed, cupping his fist, then helped Yan 
Heging inside. 

Only then did Xiao Yu’an look at the trio, who had been 
kneeling for some time now, again. Feeling Xiao Yu’an’s gaze, 
they quivered. 

What are you afraid of? Why didn't you guys consider 
that your lives would be at stake when you bullied the male 
protagonist earlier? 

“Come, get up. All of you.” Xiao Yu’an raised his hand. 

The three of them scrambled to their feet. 

Xiao Yu’an commanded, “Stand in a single file, stand at 
ease! Attention! To the left!” 

“Huh?” 

“What’s with the ‘huh’? Stand properly.” Xiao Yu’an 
squatted down and made three snowballs, then stuffed them 
into the trio’s clothes one by one. 

Their facial features contorted at the cold as they bared 


their teeth. 
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“Repeat after me.” Xiao Yu’an dusted off the snow on his 
hands. “If I don’t seek death, I can avoid my demise. Even 
villains need to use their brains.” 

The three of them were confused. “Huh...?” 

“Still ‘huh’?” Xiao Yu’an knocked each of them on their 
heads. “Say it!” 

The three of them chanted, “If I don’t seek death, I can 
avoid my demise, and even villains need to use their brains.” 

Xiao Yu’an continued, “Even if you have brains, you’re 
still doomed to die, so whoever further aggravates the male 
protagonist is an idiot.” 

The three of them repeated after a moment of hesitation, 
“Even if you have brains, you’re still doomed to die, so 
whoever further aggravates the male protagonist is an idiot.” 

“Go back, recite it out loud, and memorise it. You should 
all remember it well. ‘This is the key point.” Xiao Yu’an nod- 
ded satisfactorily. “Alright, go do whatever you’re supposed 
to do now.” 

As if they did not expect Xiao Yu’an to let them off so 
easily, the trio exchanged looks, then loudly cried out to 
thank His Majesty before scurrying off in escape. 

Xiao Yu’an was just about to head into the room to see 
Yan Heqing but noticed Hongxiu staring at him with a hint 
of something unsaid. He inquired, “What is it?” 

“Ah...” Hongxiu collected her thoughts, and after a 
moment of hesitation, she asked, “Since Your Majesty cares 


so much for the Southern Yan prince, why not truly stand up 


for him?” 
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“Hmm? What do you mean?” Xiao Yu’an found the 
question strange. 

Hongxiu replied, “I meant to gouge out their eyes and cut 
off the tongues and hands of those three wretched servants 
right in front of him.” 

Xiao Yu’an was speechless. 

Young lady... Hongxiu, why have you suddenly turned to 
the dark side? Or has this been your natural self all along and 
I've just failed to realise it? 

Xiao Yu’an thought for a moment before replying, “The 
Imperial Household Department has always been disciplined 
and follows a set of strict rules. Do you think it’s possible for 
something like this to happen right under Eunuch Zhao’s 
nose?” 

Hongxiu caught on at once. “Your Majesty, you mean...” 

Xiao Yu’an’s smile was small. “Yes. They were simply 
carrying out orders.” 

Confusion was evident on Hongxiu’s face. “But why 
would Eunuch Zhao want to bully and humiliate the prince 
of Southern Yan?” 

Xiao Yu’an sighed, “Because of the Northern Empire, 
because of me.” 

Hongxiu’s confusion deepened. “Your Majesty?” 

Xiao Yu’an glanced at Hongxiu with gleaming eyes. 
“Hongxiu, you have to promise me one thing. No matter 
what, you won’t do anything to harm Yan Hedging. Is that 
clear?” 


Hongxiu quickly bowed. “Your Majesty, please rest 
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assured. I'll bear this in mind.” 


Xiao Yu’an nodded, relieved, and stepped inside the room. 


What they meant by there being not a single dry spot in 
the room once it poured; water from the rooftop running 
down in endless rivulets; the old blankets so overused that 
they were as cold and hard as metal, no longer able to help 
someone keep warm...” 

Xiao Yu’an finally learnt what the phrase meant today. 

How could the place where Yan Heqing lived be even 
called a room? It was clearly just a shed that lacked even 
tables and chairs, much less quilts and coal. He gave the 
interior a once-over. Aside from the gaping walls, there was 
only a pitiful pile of firewood in the corner. Xiao Yu’an was 
actually afraid that he would see gallbladders hanging from 
the ceiling beams once he looked up. ” 

How tragic this 1s... 


6 These lines come from the poem “A Song Where the Thatched House is 
Destroyed by Autumn Winds” written by poet Du Fu, lamenting about the 
poor conditions of houses for commoners and an outcry over shelter for 
the impoverished. 

7 The phrase “gallbladders hanging from the ceiling beams” originates 
from an idiom “ fN#tzsFf8 ”, featuring a narrative that follows King Goujian 
of the Yue state in the late Spring and Autumn Period of Ancient China. 
After facing defeat by King Fuchai of Wu, Goujian worked as a stableman 
in Wu for an extended period, enduring profound humiliation. Upon 
returning to Yue, he was resolute in defeating Wu to erase the previous 
shame experienced. To ensure he wouldn't forget the bitterness, he hung 
a gallbladder by his bed and tasted it daily. The bitterness served as a 
constant reminder of his days of humiliation. Hence, people who did this 
were reminded not to forget what they experienced and to work hard to 
reach their goals. 
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Xiao Yuan had given Yan Heqing his own outer robes ear- 
lier. This room was draughty—once the frosty winds blew, it 
was impossible for one to keep from shivering. Concerned, 
Yang Liu’an said, “Your Majesty, this place is too cold...” 

Xiao Yuan replied, “It is indeed cold. Liu an, return to the 
palace and bring me an outer robe.” 

Yang Liu’an obeyed and left in hurried steps. 

Xiao Yu’an turned to Yan Heqing, who was standing 
unmoving at the side. Witnessing his bloodied forehead, 
Xiao Yu’an involuntarily sucked in a cold breath of air. 

Who did thise! What are you going to do if he’s disfigured? 
This face ts essential for him to flirt his way across the world! 

“Hongxiu, get some hot water and bring medicine for his 
injuries,” Xiao Yu’an instructed. 

Hongxiu nodded and left. 

Silence ensued, with only Xiao Yuan and Yan Hedging left 
in the room. 

Xiao Yu’an paced about twice but could not find a place 
to sit, so he just settled on the firewood pile. Seeing Yan 
Heqing still rooted in the same spot, Xiao Yu’an tapped on 
the firewood beside him. “Come here. Have a seat.” 

Yan Heqing remained where he was. 

“Is it because the bite previously in prison was insufficient 
in quelling your anger? Come. [’ll let you take another one.” 
Xiao Yu’an stood up, reaching towards Yan Heqing’s mouth. 

Yan Heging pressed his lips together, his expression 
unchanging. 


“Don’t worry. I don’t have that sort of intention towards 
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you. If I did, I would’ve done something a long time ago.” 
Xiao Yuan pulled his hand back and returned to his seat on 
the firewood pile. 

A flicker of emotion crossed Yan Heqing’s eyes. He lifted 
his head slightly to meet Xiao Yu’an’s gaze, to which Xiao 
Yuan responded with a calm smile. After a long moment, 
Yan Heqing asked in a hoarse voice, “Then why did you do 
all this...” 

Xiao Yu’an solemnly replied, “Because I’m your cheat 
code.” 

Yan Heqing paused. 

“Ahem... actually, ‘because of love, I will not be saddened 
easily, so everything appears to be the happy state it was.’ °» 

Xiao Yu’an sang out loud! 

Yan Heqing s cold expression slipped a little. 

Xiao Yuan tried to hold his laughter in and waved him 
off. “Joking, I was joking. Don’t be angry. Whatever it is, rest 
assured that I have no ill intentions towards you. As for why 
that is, I may tell you if opportunity allows in the future. For 
now, you can decide whether you want to believe me or not.” 

Yan Heqing’s eyes darkened imperceptibly. “But that time 
in the prison...” 

Mister Male Protagonist, could you please not bear a 
grudge so easily? Did I not merely unsheathe a blade before 


8 Xiao Yuan is playing a song word game where he starts the next 
sentence with singing a line from the song “Because of Love” by Eason 
Chan and Faye Wong, released in 2011. This doesn’t mean much in the 
same context; Xiao Yuan merely breaks out into a convenient song lyric 
that begins with the word because . 
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you? I didn’t do anything to you after that! How are you still 
holding a grudge?! 

“That was because I was afraid of you,” Xiao Yu’an said 
truthfully. 

Disbelief flashed across Yan Heqing’s eyes. “Afraid of me?” 

Before Xiao Yuan could explain, Hongxiu entered with a 
basin of hot water, then passed the requested medicine over 
to Xiao Yuan. “Your Majesty, I’ve brought the water.” 

Xiao Yuan took the medicine. “Good work. Oh, pass me 
the jade hairpin, too.” 

Taking the jade hairpin carefully from Hongxiu, Xiao 
Yuan turned around, only to see Yan Heqing’s unblinking 
eyes trained on the hairpin in his hands. Xiao Yu’an smiled, 
going over and offering it to him. “Here you go.” 

Yan Heqing stared at Xiao Yu’an for a second before 
reaching out to take it, but Xiao Yu’an turned his palm over 
and pulled back suddenly, the same smile on his face. “Hold 
on. I have one condition.” 

Yan Heqing came away empty-handed but was neither 
panicked nor angered. He stayed silent, meeting Xiao Yu’an’s 
gaze again. 

Xiao Yu’an continued, “I'll return this hairpin to you if 
you wash your face and tend to your wounds.” 

Realizing that it was meaningless to keep his dirt-covered 
face, Yan Heqing walked over to the water basin, bending 
over to wash his face. Xiao Yu’an scrutinised him intently. 

The clear water in the basin gradually turned murky. Yan 


Heging rinsed his face and hands clean, then lifted his head. 
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His eyes held the vast expanse of numerous mountains 
and rivers, his lips glistening like sunlight reflected off ripples 
of water; look at that scintillating moonlight and glittering 
lights across the city that reflected his eminent, dashing looks; 
then look again at those towering mountains and lofty cliffs, 
and the range of endless peaks that were comparable to his 
tall and upright nose. 

Xiao Yu’an sighed, emotional. These eyes! These brows! 
These lips! These looks! 

That would not do. He had to do it again. 

Ah, these eyes! Ah, these brows! Ah, these lips! Ah, these looks! 

Yan Heqing wiped his face clean, his eyes falling on the 
hairpin in Xiao Yu’an’s hands. 

Why are you looking at it? I didn't say I wouldn't give it to 
you, so stop staring with that intense gaze. I know you need this 
to please your future wife. 

Xiao Yu’an returned the hairpin to Yan Heqing with a 
smile. “Keep it safe. It’s something your mother left behind, 
after all.” 

Yan Heging froze, looking towards Xiao Yu’an in shock. 

He had never told anyone in the Northern Empire about 
the jade hairpin before! 

Ignoring Yan Heqing’s surprise, Xiao Yu’an turned and 
instructed Hongxiu, “Hongxiu, wait outside the room for a 
while and stop anyone from coming in for the time being.” 

Hongxiu bowed, turning to leave and shutting the door 
behind her. 


Xiao Yu’an reclaimed his seat on the firewood pile and 
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pointed next to himself. “Come here. I want to discuss 
something with you.” 

Yan Heqing put the jade hairpin away, straightening his 
clothes and sitting down, his back upright. The way he 
looked at Xiao Yu’an now was entirely different from earlier. 

“If there’s an opportunity in the future, I'll reveal why I 
know about the jade hairpin.” Xiao Yu’an leisurely dusted 
at his clothes. “I just had an idea. I want you to move into 
Jingyang Palace.” 

Before Yan Heqing could speak, Xiao Yu’an hastily added, 
“I know Jingyang Palace is known for housing pleasure 
slaves, but I truly have no intentions of that kind towards 
you. You must ve noticed that someone in the Imperial 
Household Department sees you as an eyesore, and Eunuch 
Zhao is not the type of person who'd exercise restraint simply 
at my request. Staying here involves too many uncontrollable 
variables, so you might as well move to Jingyang Palace. At 
least no one harbours ill intentions towards you there.” 

Yan Heqing’s eyelashes lowered gently, his thoughts 
unclear to others. 

After all, if he stayed here, even if he did not end up 
dying at Eunuch Zhao’s hands, he would die of the cold. 
Afraid that he would not agree, Xiao Yu’an persisted in his 
persuasion. “See, I sent Hongxiu and Liu’an away and am 
discussing this with you alone so you won’t be put on the 
spot.” 

Yan Heging stayed silent. 

Xiao Yu’an began plotting. He! Was once a CEO who ev- 
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eryone had high hopes for! Although his path had increasingly 
diverged from that of a domineering CEO's! But! 

At the very least, he had once gone through that journey! 

As a domineering CEO, he had to get things done, be filled 
with drive, and be wickedly charming and radical, while 
prudent in execution. 

Consequently, Xiao Yu’an decided to kidnap Yan Heqing 
and directly throw him into Jingyang Palace. 

Xiao Yuan pumped himself up, filled with courage! He 
got to his feet fiercely! He rolled up his sleeves while harbour- 
ing ill intentions! And then he experienced a cold gust of 
wind inside this dilapidated room! He! 

He was racked with strong shivers... 

In this frigid room, Yan Heqing looked at Xiao Yuan roll 
up his sleeves as if he were looking at a fool. 

An awkward silence hung between them. 

Why is tt so cold?! Hts prowess 1s gone with the cold! 

Xiao Yu’an quietly let down the sleeves he had just 
rolled up. /’m not cut out to be a domineering CEO indeed, 
he thought. Raising his eyes, Xiao Yu’an saw Yan Heqing 
remove the outer robe that he had placed over his shoulders 
earlier, and handed it over. 

“It’s alright, ’m not...” Another cold gust of wind swept 
past, freezing the rest of Xiao Yu’an’s sentence in his throat. 

Yan Heqing stuffed the outer robe into Xiao Yu’an’s 
hands, brooking no argument. “Put it on.” 

Xiao Yu’an passed it back to Yan Heqing. “No, no.” 


Don’t inadvertently showcase your flirting prowess! I’m 
y J £ P 
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terrified! 

Yan Heqing said, “I promise you. I’ll go to Jingyang 
Palace.” 

Xiao Yu’an’s eyes lit up. “Really?” 

“No.” 

It was Xiao Yu’an’s turn to be silent. 

“T have one condition.” 

Huh? 

Why did this sound so familiar?! 

Xiao Yu’an asked, “What condition?” 

Yan Heqing’s tone was nonchalant. “Put on the outer 
robe, and I'll go with you to Jingyang Palace.” 

So are you even aware of the inadvertent ooze of your 
flirting prowess? 

I can’t win this fight, not at all. I’m wholly convinced. 
“Convinced” written in big and bold font in my heart. 

Xiao Yu’an obediently put on his outer robe, in physical 
discomfort from head to toe. “Will this do?” 

Yan Heqing nodded and made a noise of affirmation. 

Compromise reached, Xiao Yu’an let out a sigh of relief 
and walked out of the room. Hongxiu was waiting at the 
door and came forward when she saw him. “Your Majesty.” 

Xiao Yu’an instructed, “Hongxiu, arrange for Yan Heqing 
to move to Jingyang Palace.” 

As if she had predicted this all along, Hongxiu smiled, the 
curve of her lips suggestive. “At Your Majesty’s command.” 

Xiao Yu’an pretended not to see Hongxiu’s smile. “Oh, 


right. Arrange for him to stay wherever is closest to Princess 
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Yongning’s palace.” 


Hongxiu was visibly confused, but nodded nonetheless. 


-90- 


ch news of Yan Heqing leaving the Impe- 


rial Household Department made its way 
to Eunuch Zhao’s ears within half a day. 

Steward Feng reported this to Eunuch 
Zhao with utmost caution. Just as he thought 
Eunuch Zhao would be discontent, Eunuch 
Zhao simply nodded and said deprecatingly, “It 
was bound to happen.” 

Steward Feng anxiously added, “Eunuch 
Zhao, if Yan Heqing obtains His Majesty’s 
favour and sways His Majesty with his words, 
I’m afraid my insignificant life... may be at risk.” 

Eunuch Zhao sneered, “What are you afraid 
of? His Majesty would find it filthy to even give 
your life a mention.” 

“Yes, yes.” Steward Feng nodded and bowed 
in a servile manner. “I can only rely on Eunuch 


Zhao now.” 
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Unhurriedly, Eunuch Zhao sipped his tea. “Go and get 
ready. I’m going to have a chat with Miss Hongxiu in a 
couple of days.” 

“Hongxiu?” Steward Feng’s heart thumped as he thought, 
The one in charge of Jingyang Palace? 

Eunuch Zhao spared Steward Feng a look. “What’s wrong 
with you? Do you not have anything to do? Are you going to 
linger here and refuse to leave?” 

“No, of course not.” Steward Feng shuddered, scurrying 


off after that. 


Eunuch Zhao’s visit was the last thing Hongxiu would 
have expected to happen. 

While they were of equal rank, Eunuch Zhao and Hongxiu 
oversaw different departments and had never crossed each 
other’s paths. There was a motive behind his visit, and 
Hongxiu had an idea of just who he was here for. Recalling 
what Xiao Yu’an had said to her previously, Hongxiu was 
immediately on guard. 

At the sight of Hongxiu’s expression, Eunuch Zhao 
chuckled, “Miss Hongxiu, will you not invite me inside?” 

Hongxiu abruptly returned to her senses. After inviting 
Eunuch Zhao to come in and have a seat, she was quick to 
instruct others to serve tea. “Please excuse my discourtesy and 
forgive me, Eunuch Zhao.” 

“Miss Hongxiu, you must be jesting. Looks like this old 
face of mine has some use outside of the Imperial Household 


Department.” Eunuch Zhao lifted the lid of the teacup and 
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gently blew at it. “I’ve long heard about how much His 
Majesty likes you. The reason for my sudden visit is that I'd 
like to have an honest chat with you, Miss Hongxiu.” 

Ambiguity coloured Eunuch Zhao’s words; he was a 
long-serving servant who had lasted through three dynasties, 
having been showered with favour across multiple genera- 
tions. Overseeing the Imperial Household Department for 
more than a decade, Eunuch Zhao was regarded as close as 
kin by the late emperor. 

Hongxiu responded, “Eunuch Zhao, you must be joking. 
Iam merely fulfilling my duty.” 

Eunuch Zhao remarked profoundly, “Indeed, your duty.” 

“Eunuch Zhao, you’re a legend who has an incredible 
amount of experience in the Imperial Palace. I believe that 
you, of all people, would understand what we servants 
should or shouldn’t do, wouldn’t you?” 

Hongxiu meant to remind Eunuch Zhao 一 Yan Heqing 
was now a part of Jingyang Palace, so it would not do for 
Eunuch Zhao to harm him. 

Even upon hearing such pointed words, Eunuch Zhao 
was not angry, instead laughing in delight. “It’s no wonder 
that Miss Hongxiu is highly regarded by His Majesty. After 
all, what exactly is within our duty—oh dear, that’s not easily 
determined. The fear is not doing what we shouldn’t have 
done, Miss Hongxiu. If we’ve failed to do things that we 
should’ve done, is that not the greatest neglect of our duty as 
servants?” 


Hongxiu was stupefied. “...What does Eunuch Zhao 
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mean?” 

Eunuch Zhao took his time and sipped a mouthful of 
tea before continuing, “I heard that all the pleasure slaves in 
Jingyang Palace have to undergo your training before they 
can serve His Majesty, is that right?” 

Hongxiu affirmed, “Indeed. But you and I are also well 
aware that we can’t easily lay our hands on a certain individ- 
ual.” 

A cold snort burst out from Eunuch Zhao. “Is he 
untouchable? Miss Hongxiu, under my Imperial Household 
Department, a certain individual would take on the role of 
a servant, and all I need to do is make sure he becomes one. 
Why should who he is matter to me? Miss Hongxiu, you 
must understand that those from Jingyang Palace will be sent 
to His Majesty’s bed. If you were to send a wild beast there, 
and he hurts His Majesty even in the slightest...” 

Eunuch Zhao paused deliberately, leaving Hongxiu 
perturbed at the implications. 

“Miss Hongxiu, you wouldn’t be endangering his life. All 
you're doing is making sure the person who is supposed to 
be a pleasure slave becomes one. Isn’t this what you should 
be doing? We’re both servants, and is it not of the highest 
priority that His Majesty is unburdened by worries?” 

Eunuch Zhao finished what he had to say in a sedate man- 
ner, getting to his feet and bidding farewell before departing, 


leaving Hongxiu at a loss. 
“Hongxiu. Hongxiu?” 
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Hongxiu came back to her senses at the sound of someone 
calling her name. When her eyes snapped into focus, she 
realised that she was pouring into a cup which was already 
full. 

Hongxiu let out a soft cry, hastily grabbing a cloth to clean 
up. “Your Majesty, please forgive me!” 

“What’s with you? You seem a little out of it. Are you 
sick?” Xiao Yu’an asked, concerned. 

“I’m fine. Thank you for your concern, Your Majesty,” 
Hongxiu replied with her head lowered. 

Xiao Yu’an examined her closely, but Hongxiu did appear 
to be in good health. Only then did he stop pursuing the 
matter. “I’m going to Jingyang Palace later.” 

In the midst of wiping up the mess, Hongxiu’s hands 
froze. “Your Majesty, are you going to see Yan Heqing?” 

“Yes. V’Il go on my own. There’s no need to mobilise 
numerous others just for this.” 

Hongxiu advised, “Your Majesty, bring a guard with you 
at least.” 

Xiao Yu’an pondered over this as he ambled his way to 
the doors of the Emperor’s Hall and dragged Yang Liu’an in. 
“Comrade Yang, would you like to set out with your leader 
on an inspection?” 

Bewildered, Yang Liu’an replied, “Please forgive my 
stupidity. I don’t understand what Your Majesty means.” 

Xiao Yuan grinned, “You don’t have to understand. Let’s 


go and bask in the glory of the male protagonist.” 
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Arriving at Jingyang Palace, the duo found the room 
where Yan Heqing resided in. Right when Yang Liu an was 
about to push through the doors and enter, Xiao Yu’an 
stopped him. 

Confounded, Yang Liu’an watched as Xiao Yu’an stepped 
forward and knocked gently on the door. 

Yang Liu’an was at a loss for words, stunned. Who exactly 
is Yan Heqing, and why is His Majesty so unnerved? 

Seeing Yang Liu’an’s visible astonishment, Xiao Yu’an 
questioned in confusion, “What is it?” 

“Your Majesty.” Yang Liu’an struggled to elucidate. 
“W-what does ‘male protagonist’ mean? Why do you refer to 
this man as such?” 

Xiao Yu’an considered this. “A male protagonist—he! He 
is the focal point of all the opposing forces in the world! He is 
the manifestation of the novel’s central theme! All creations 
revolve around him, spinning and leaping with their eyes 
shut!” 

A look of utter shock crossed Yang Liu’an’s face. 

The door creaked open; Yan Heqing emerged before them, 
dressed in charming white robes, his posture impeccably 
straight. 

Yang Liu’an turned his dumbstruck expression towards 
Yan Heqing! 


Now, it was Yan Heqing’s turn to be confused. 


9 Xiao Yuan is citing a line from the song “Dancing Diva” by Jolin Tsai, 
released in 2006. This doesn’t mean much in the same context, it’s simply 
the way Xiao Yuan often introduces things. 
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Xiao Yuan caught a glimpse of the pastries placed in Yan 
Heqing’s room and took a plate, then stuffed it into Yang 
Liu’an’s arms. “Liu’an, go elsewhere and have these.” 

Yang Liu’an’s hands were filled without any warning. “But 
Your Majesty...” 

“It’s alright. Go on.” 

At Xiao Yu’an’s firm attitude, Yang Liu’an had no choice 
but to obey. With mixed feelings, he glanced at Yan Heqing 


before leaving with the pastries. 


In contrast to how dreadful he looked previously, Yan 
Heqing’s appearance now was immaculate with strands of 
black hair tied up. He was a stunning, almost otherworldly, 
sight to behold—truly a face that was hard to come by in this 
world. 

Seeing Yan Heqing blocking the entryway and staring at 
him, Xiao Yu’an asked with a smile, “Are you not going to 
invite me inside?” 

Yan Heqing regarded him for a while, then shifted to the 
side. 

Xiao Yu’an ambled his way past him and entered the 
room, taking a seat by the round, rosewood table in the 
centre. 

Just as Yan Heqing reached out to shut the door, Xiao 
Yuan suddenly shouted, “Don’t do that!” 

Yan Heqing paused. With his eyes trained on Xiao Yu’an, 
he asked coldly, “Why not?” 

“I’m afraid you'll chop me up. With the doors shut, I 
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won’t have anywhere to run even if I tried.” 

Yan Heqing was silent for a second before shutting the 
door with a bang. Xiao Yu’an jolted, and out of reflex, he 
made a dash for the windows. Yan Heqing shot him a look. 
“Since you’re afraid of me, why did you persuade the guard 
to leave just now?” 

“To protect your innocence! If there’s a guard at the door, 
wouldn’t all of the occupants in Jingyang Palace know that 
I visited you? While all the pleasure slaves are male, there are 
bound to be some jealous, scheming ones among them. You 
might not be worried about becoming a target, but I sure am 
on your behalf!” 

Xiao Yu’an clung on to the windows, ready to jump out 
and flee. 

Yan Heqing stared ahead blankly, then said, “I don’t have a 
blade on me.” 

“What about a dagger?” 

“No.” 

“A sword?” 

“No.” 

“What about a mallet?” 

“,..What’s a mallet?” 

Xiao Yuan finally said, “Then [ll come over. Tell a lie, and 
you'll cry.” 

As he said that, Xiao Yu’an remained vigilant as he 
returned to sit by the table. Coughing to cover up his loss 
of composure, Xiao Yu’an then began to play the profound 


expert. “Little Comrade Yan.” 
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Yan Heqing responded with silence. 

Xiao Yu’an continued, “Are you used to living here yet? 
Is it cold at night? Do you like to go out and take a walk? 
Princess Yongning’s palace is just to the east of your room, do 
you know what I mean?” 

Xiao Yu’an’s smile radiated with an excess of warmth and 
friendliness—extremely profound and thought-provoking! 

Calmly, Yan Heqing replied, “I do.” 

Ob! As expected of the male protagonist! Look at how 
consctous he ts! Look at his ability to differentiate primary and 
secondary objectives! Look at the self-awareness in catching the 
primary key points! How admirable! 

Then, Yan Heqing added, “I won’t go to the east side.” 

Xiao Yu’an nearly tumbled off the stool. 

Go! You'd better go! Please! If you don't, you're going to let 
your future wife slip away, you know?! 

Xiao Yu’an spluttered, “That’s not what I meant...” 

“T understand.” 

No, you totally don't! 

Forget it. I might as well ask if Princess Yongning is in need 
of a guard. 

Xiao Yu’an rambled on for a while longer before getting 
up to leave. Yan Heqing watched wordlessly, his gaze 
following as Xiao Yu’an left. Those seemingly indifferent eyes 
turned as cold as frost the moment Xiao Yu’an was out of 


sight. 
Walking out of the room, Xiao Yu’an meandered about 
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searching for Yang Liu’an, but after taking merely a few steps, 
he suddenly heard a surprised exclamation behind him. “Your 
Majesty!” 

Xiao Yu’an turned around in confusion, laying his eyes 
on a man who was dressed in red and gazing at him in joy. 
While Xiao Yu’an called him a man, he had exceptionally 
alluring facial features—his stance was affectedly coy, and he 
spoke in an intentionally sharp and shrill voice. He charged 
forward, the scent in his sleeves enveloping Xiao Yu’an and 
overwhelming him. 

Stepping back swiftly, Xiao Yu’an managed to avoid the 
man’s embrace. 

As he came away empty-handed, the man pursed his lips 
in grievance, his tears almost falling over. “We haven’t seen 
each other in a few days. Do you not want A-Yu anymore, 
Your Majesty?” 

S-s-speak properly! Stop squirming! Stop crying! Wait! 
Don’t come over here again! 

Xiao Yu’an moved to avoid him again. In the short gaps of 
time between dodges, he finally remembered who this man 
was. He only had a few paragraphs’ worth of mentions in the 
novel, and Xiao Yu’an attributed his impression of him to a 
young lady’s fanfiction work in the online fan community. 

This man’s full name was Qin Yu. The most favoured by 
the young emperor among all the pleasure slaves, Qin Yu was 
also the only pleasure slave who was named in the novel. 

When the Northern Empire was about to fall under Yan 


Heqing’s attack, the young emperor poisoned all of his 
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pleasure slaves, with Qin Yu being the only exception. He 
even wanted Qin Yu to flee northwards with him, it seemed 
that he held some genuine affection for Qin Yu. 

Unexpectedly, Qin Yu betrayed the young emperor in a 
bid for survival, leading to the young emperor’s capture by 
Yan Heging at the doors of the Emperor’s Hall. 

This plot in the novel was simply summed up in a few 
paragraphs, but was nonetheless a trigger for numerous 
young ladies. For a long time, the novel’s comments section 
was filled with, “What a scum bottom,” “What an angsty, 
love-hate relationship,” and the likes. 

Back then, Xiao Yu’an really wanted to ask these young 
ladies, How could you even tell that Qin Yu was a bottom? The 
novel never mentioned tt! 

Now, all Xiao Yu’an wanted to say was, Are you guys gifted 
with the ability to identify tops and bottoms?! 

Watching Xiao Yu’an evade him yet again, Qin Yu bit 
down on his bottom lip tightly as his eyes glistened with 
tears. “Your Majesty? Why? Did I do something wrong to 
upset Your Majesty? I heard that Your Majesty has been busy 
dealing with court affairs from day to night with barely any 
rest. Now that you've finally visited Jingyang Palace, you’re 
not here to see me?” 

Xiao Yuan replied firmly, “Nope.” 

Stunned to the point of speechlessness, Qin Yu’s tears fell 
as his eyes fluttered close, and when he opened them again, 
he was the very picture of a pitiful, delicate beauty. “It seems 


like Your Majesty has found a new plaything recently. In that 
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case, A-Yu will leave so Your Majesty will not loathe me.” 

Xiao Yuan nodded. “Alright. Goodbye, goodbye, good- 
bye, my friend.””” 

Qin Yu was still immersed in the shock of Xiao Yu’an 
breaking out into a song when he realised that his tears, 
which had been effective every single time before, were 
actually of no use this time! 

Xiao Yu’an really turned away and left! 

Deathly afraid that Qin Yu would cling to him and 
trouble him further, Xiao Yu’an scurried away and continued 
looking for Yang Liu’an. Baffled over where to search, the 
familiar sound of a guain drifted over. 

It was the same sound Xiao Yu’an had heard the day that 
sleep had eluded him when he went out for a stroll and 
bumped into Yang Liu’an near the pavilion. Bemused, Xiao 
Yu’an followed the melody and found himself in a small 
courtyard filled with willows. Unexpectedly, the moment he 
took a step inside, the melody faded into nothingness and 
everything fell into silence. 

Xiao Yuan lifted his head in puzzlement, just in time to 
see Yang Liu’an hurrying over. 

Yang Liu’an was alarmed to see Xiao Yuan at first. Then, 
he knelt down on one knee to greet him. “Your Majesty, why 
are you here?” 

Me turning up here aside, why ts there always background 
music whenever you appear? 


10 This line is from the Chinese version of the world-renowned song “Bella 
Ciao”, originally sung by Yves Montand. 
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Xiao Yu’an surveyed this man who came with his own 
background music. “Don’t kneel. Get up. Did you finish the 
pastries?” 

Yang Liu’an got to his feet and answered, “Yes, Your 
Majesty.” 

Noticing that Yang Liu’an was empty-handed, Xiao Yu’an 
asked, “Oh? Then where’s the plate?” 

Yang Liu’an began to stammer suddenly, his words 
jumbled. “Plate... the plate... I-Pve lost it.” 

“It’s no big deal, not like it was anything of value. Let’s 
head back to the Emperor’s Hall.” 

Expelling a long breath, Yang Liu’an bowed again. “Yes, 
Your Majesty.” 


As night descended and the surroundings quietened, 
Hongxiu attended to Xiao Yu’an while he washed up as 
she usually did, then waited for him to turn in for the night 
before she left. 

Xiao Yu’an had just lay down when out of the blue, he 
asked, “Hongxiu, is there a gugin player in Jingyang Palace?” 

Hongxiu took a moment to mull over this before answer- 
ing, “Yes, there is, Your Majesty.” 

Seeing Xiao Yu’an nod, Hongxiu perceptively took the 
opportunity to probe, “Does Your Majesty want to...” 

“No! I was just curious and have no other intentions! 
Don’t over-analyse this!” Xiao Yu’an interrupted her imme- 
diately. 


Hongxiu bowed as she explained, “It’s my foolishness. But 
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it has been a year since Xiao Fengyue entered Jingyang Palace, 
and Your Majesty has never once visited him. Why bring him 
up today?” 

He had heard the guqin coincidentally on two occasions. 
It was only natural for him to be curious about its player. 

So his name ts Xiao Fengyue. 

Xiao Yu’an racked his memories twice for this name but 
came away with nothing. It seemed this character was never 
once mentioned in the novel. 

Xiao Yu’an remarked, “It was on a whim. Don’t take it to 
heart.” 

Hongxiu nodded, then blew out the candle next to the bed. 
It only took a short moment for Xiao Yu’an to fall deep into 
slumber with the sound of someone breathing next to him. 

Once he fell asleep, Hongxiu took her leave in silence. 
Outside the Emperor’s Hall, the darkness of the night 
stretched endlessly beyond, with the bright moon providing 
illumination. Hongxiu wrapped her robes tightly around 
herself, burdened with her thoughts. 

The words that Eunuch Zhao left her the last time 
lingered in her mind. Usually, Hongxiu would head back to 
rest, but this time, she found herself involuntarily walking 
towards Jingyang Palace. 

Yan Heqing’s room was located at the easternmost corner 
of Jingyang Palace. As there was a curfew, Jingyang Palace 
was enshrouded in silence, the world hushed in the depths of 
the night. 


Hongxiu had unknowingly made her way here, lost in 
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her thoughts. Right when she was prepared to leave, she was 
astonished to see a figure in the easternmost courtyard! 

Stunned, Hongxiu held her breath and looked over, only 
to see Yan Heqing standing right in the centre of the court- 
yard facing southwards, his eyes trained on the bright moon. 

It was freezing cold this late into the night, leaving behind 
an air of desolation. Streams of moonlight spilt across the 
frosty snow, on the intersections of the wilted tree branches 
and in Yan Heqing’s eyes, which gazed into the distance for 
the longest time. 

Tens of thousands of miles away, on a vast expanse of land, 
that was his homeland—the innumerable bones buried under 
that land were citizens of the homeland he belonged to. 

Yan Heqing’s right hand clutched a jade hairpin tightly. 
Deep in his eyes, one could see the refusal to accept fate, 
regret, and resolute determination. When he lifted his eyes 
again, they were now filled with an icy resolve. 

Hongxiu shivered, her whole mind consumed by Eunuch 
Zhao’s warning: Those belonging to Jingyang Palace are meant 
to be sent to His Majesty’s bed. If you were to send a wild beast 
there, and he hurts His Majesty even in the slightest... 


At the same time, Eunuch Zhao was taking a short rest in 
his Grand Preceptor chair with a cup of tea. While massaging 
Eunuch Zhao’s legs obsequiously, Steward Feng asked, 
“Eunuch Zhao, at the end of the day, Hongxiu is merely 
a woman who’s bound to be soft-hearted and indecisive. 


Even if she took your words to heart, what would she be 
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able to accomplish? I’m afraid Yan Heqing will only get too 
comfortable in Jingyang Palace.” 

Eunuch Zhao snorted at his words and shook his head. “I 
only worry that she didn’t take my words seriously.” 

“Does Eunuch Zhao have someone planted in Jingyang 
Palace?” Steward Feng asked, taken aback. 

Eunuch Zhao glanced at him in disgust. “Why do you not 
ask around when it comes to these things?” 

Steward Feng responded in a servile manner, “Please teach 
me, Eunuch Zhao.” 

“Do you know how many years it’s been since Hongxiu 
entered the Imperial Palace?” 

Steward Feng wiped his cold sweat away. “I don’t. ’'m too 
stupid.” 

Eunuch Zhao sneered, “She entered the palace when she 
was eighteen. That was more than five years ago. Do you 
know how she came to be in charge of Jingyang Palace in less 
than three years?” 

Steward Feng stammered, “I-I don’t...” 

Eunuch Zhao continued, “Let me share something with 
you. An assassin was once found among Jingyang Palace’s 
pleasure slaves. This assassin should’ve been immediately 
executed, but his appearance greatly appealed to His Majesty. 
His Majesty, unable to control his desires but fearing this 
beauty’s might, handed him over to Hongxiu. On the second 
day, this assassin’s arm and leg tendons had been severed, 
all his teeth shattered, and he was promptly sent to His 
Majesty’s bed.” 
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When he was finished, Eunuch Zhao ignored Steward 
Feng’s aghast look and stood from his armchair. He hunched 
over and knocked at his aged, stiff legs. “I’m old, I’m old. In 


some regard, I truly cannot compare.” 


Recently, Xiao Yu’an could be seen running to Yongning 
Palace every day without fail. 

The first day he went, Princess Yongning was learning the 
guzheng. Delighted to see Xiao Yu’an, she dragged him over 
and played a melody, her slender, soft fingers gliding across 
the instrument. It was truly a beautiful melody that could 
only be matched by the beautiful princess. 

Xiao Yuan was full of praise, then got straight to the point 
after. “Ning’er, do you want a personal guard?” 

Her fingers still hooked around the guzheng’s strings, 
Princess Yongning looked up in confusion. “I don’t. Thank 
you for your concern, Emperor-gege.” 

How could you not want one? How could you not? Why is 
this couple a cause for so much worry? Why?! 

Xiao Yu’an’s smile was kind and gentle. “Why do you not 
want one?” 

Princess Yongning did not understand. “Why should I 
want one?” 

Because he can become your future husband! 

Xiao Yu’an answered, “To serve you.” 

“All of Yongning’s personal servants are to my liking. I’ve 
no need for an addition.” 


“To protect you.” 
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“It’s safe in the Imperial Palace. Yongning doesn’t require 
protection.” 

“To chat with you.” 

Princess Yongning covered her mouth and laughed. “If 
Yongning is lonely, why would I not chat with Emperor-gege? 
Why would I open my heart up to someone I don’t know?” 

Xiao Yu’an replied, struggling, “In case I’m busy with 
court affairs and can’t spare any time for you.” 

Princess Yongning blinked cheekily. “Then Yongning is 
willing to wait until Emperor-gege is free. And when that 
time comes, Emperor-gege would definitely accompany 
Yongning and talk to her, right?” 

Xiao Yu’an crumbled and pressed his hand to his forehead. 
“You're right... you’re right...” 

As if! 

Princess Yongning gave him a sweet, magnificent smile 
that made everything else pale in comparison. “Emperor-gege, 
you re so good to me!” 


Good, my ass! 


On the second day, Xiao Yu’an told Princess Yongning 
firmly, “I still think Ning’er needs a guard.” 

Princess Yongning was visibly aggrieved. “Why? Because 
Emperor-gege doesn’t want to talk to Yongning?” 

Don't change the subject all of a sudden! Don't think that Ill 
be soft-hearted and not arrange a guard for you just because of 
how pitiable you look! 

And then Xiao Yu’an’s heart softened—he did not bring 
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up the topic again for the rest of the day. 


On the third day, Xiao Yuan readied himself emotionally 
and dashed straight for Yongning Palace. 

Princess Yongning was also pleased to see Xiao Yu/an. 
“Emperor-gege, I found a guard!” 

Xiao Yu’an stared, his eyes impossibly wide. 

What? So the two of you bumped into each other without 
my knowledge and don’t need me to matchmake you guys 
anymore? 

As expected of the male and female protagonists. 

Xiao Yu’an felt like he had worried for nothing. 

“You have? That’s great,” Xiao Yu’an smiled affectionately, 
nodding. 

“But the one I have found is not yet a guard. Yongning 
would like to request Emperor-gege to bestow a position 
upon this person.” Princess Yongning pulled at Xiao Yu’an’s 
hand, mischievously swinging it back and forth. 

Xiao Yu’an replied in a warm and approachable manner, “I 
get it, I get it.” 

“That’s great! I'll bring this person to meet Emperor-gege!” 
Princess Yongning ended cheerily, then quickly sent a maid- 
servant to bring said person over. 

Xiao Yu’an let out a long exhale. Strangely, it felt as if he 
was marrying off his daughter. 

Xiao Yu’an was just done with his lament when Princess 
Yongning led a sturdy-looking person, whose body width 


was roughly twice that of Xiao Yu’an’s, over... 
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And this person was a woman. 

With an appearance that was as sturdy as a fortress, this 
woman was visibly shy as she coyly greeted Xiao Yu’an with a 
bow, “Your Majesty.” 

Xiao Yu’an staggered and sought confirmation from 
Princess Yongning, “Th-this is the guard you found?” 

Princess Yongning beamed. “That’s right! Doesn’t she 
look incredibly reassuring?” 

Yes! That ts undeniable! 

“B-but...” Xiao Yuan stammered. “She d-doesn’t seem like 
she can protect someone.” 

At Xiao Yu’an’s words, the woman squeaked all of a 
sudden, covering her face and breaking down into loud sobs. 
“Your Majesty, I-I will do my best to protect the Princess! I 
swear!” 

Princess Yongning hurriedly patted her on the back. “It’s 
alright, Cui’er. Don’t cry, don’t be sad. Emperor-gege just 
doesn’t understand you.” 

Xiao Yu’an had no words to describe the situation. 

I don’t understand! I really dont! 

Princess Yongning added, “Tell Emperor-gege that you can 
protect me, alright?” 

Cui’er wiped her tears away and nodded carefully. She 
then reached out to pick up the porcelain cup on the table 
and easily crushed it with her bare hands. 

She... crushed... tt... 

Xiao Yu’an had not even recovered from that when Cuier 


ran out and found a tree that was as thick as her arm. She 
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circled the tree with both arms and, with a roar, ferociously 
uprooted the tree from the ground! And then she returned 
in small, mincing steps, deliberately swaying delicately with 
every footstep. 

It was a sight that definitely rendered Xiao Yu’an speech- 
less. 

Princess Yongning exclaimed, “Look, Emperor-gege! She’s 
capable of serving me, right?” 

Xiao Yu’an protested, “But...” 


“And she can also protect me!” 


“Yer...” 
“And she can chat with me!” 
“Well...” 


Princess Yongning struck the final nail in the coffin. 


“Alright, I’ve decided on her!” 


Emotionally exhausted, Xiao Yu’an put his forehead down 
on the table, both of his arms hanging at his sides, looking 
listless. He could not even stomach the exquisite bowl of 
plain porridge before his eyes. 

Hongxiu asked with concern, “Your Majesty, what 
happened?” 

Xiao Yu’an answered feebly, “Withered leaves drift across 
the air and scatter across my face. My son, rebellious he is, 


11 
breaks my heart.” 


11 From a song “The Song of Shacha Sauce” that was sung in an 
advertisement for said sauce, of which the plot revolved around a mother 
and her rebellious sons. 
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Hongxiu was long used to Xiao Yu’an’s bouts of shocking 
speech. With her head lowered in thought, she asked, “Your 
Majesty, could it be that the tension within materialised 
physically, and you feel a burning sensation in your stomach? 
Would you like me to arrange for a pleasure slave so you can 
vent it all out?” 

Xiao Yu’an grasped his head in his hands. “Ah, pfft...” 

Hongxiu tried to persuade him. “I know that Your Majesty 
has been worrying about the empire and its people, deeply 
immersed in court affairs recently, but if the tension does not 
ease, it’s also harmful to the body.” 

Xiao Yu’an attempted to change the topic. “Ah, how has 
Yan Heqing been recently? Tomorrow, I'll... forget it. Get 
him to come over now.” 

Xiao Yu’an decided to set the both of them up by force 
and make Yan Heqing and Princess Yongning meet! If sparks 
didn’t fly between them this time, he would stop caring 
about this! Definitely! 

Hongxiu stuttered suddenly, “Your Majesty, f-forgive me, 
I don’t think he’s ready.” 

Xiao Yu’an was stumped. “What? Ready for what?” 

Hongxiu paused, then bowed. “Now I understand, Your 
Majesty.” 

With that said, Hongxiu rushed off. 


Xiao Yu’an finished his plain porridge, waiting endlessly 
until it was time to turn in. Only then did Hongxiu re-ap- 


pear. “Your Majesty, I’ve made the proper arrangements.” 
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Nodding, Xiao Yu’an followed Hongxiu back to his 
bedchamber. Hongxiu did not proceed inside with him, but 
instead shut the door gently; Xiao Yu’an assumed she was 
giving him the privacy to speak to Yan Heqing in private and 
did not think much of it. 

Unexpectedly, the bedchamber was so dark that it was 
impossible for him to see anything; a saccharine perfumed 
scent effused from the censer, engulfing Xiao Yu’an to the 
point of dizziness. 

Xiao Yu’an found this strange and was about to shout 
for Hongxiu when his heart suddenly thudded in shock. He 
soon realised what was happening and hurried towards the 
bed. 

When he saw the person in his bed, Xiao Yu’an felt a chill 
run down his spine as his legs trembled and almost gave out. 

Initially, Xiao Yu’an stumbled his way outside, but then 
he realised that this was not the best course of action. He 
returned to the bed, had a look at the situation in bed and 
sucked in a breath of cold air. Suddenly, he backed up a few 
metres and turned to escape again. 

Pin-drop silence surrounded him, and an agonised moan 
from the bed drifted into Xiao Yu’an’s ears. 

He instantly halted in his footsteps, silently reciting to 
himself that it was shameful to escape, then took a deep 
breath and ran back to the bed. 

Yan Heqing’s eyes were covered by a black cloth, another 
strip of cloth bound across his mouth. The white robes on 


his body had been pulled apart, and he was restrained from 
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head to toe with hemp rope. Perhaps due to the intensity of 
his struggles, the exposed, naked skin was reddened from the 
rope, a few wisps of blood showing. 

Panicked, Xiao Yu’an ripped off the cloth over Yan 
Heqing s eyes and mouth. Under the cloth, Yan Heqing’s 
eyes were blood red, but his lips were deathly pale. 

Xiao Yu’an was ready to be yelled or bitten at, but sur- 
prisingly, Yan Heqing stayed silent and curled into himself, 
his breathing laboured. Xiao Yuan reached out to untie the 
ropes on Yan Heqing’s body before realising that something 
was amiss. 

Yan Heqing was delirious, his eyes empty and unfocused. 
He just lay on the bed in a daze, completely unmoving and 
akin to a wooden puppet, yielding no reaction even when 
Xiao Yu’an kept speaking to him. 

Bro, how did you turn stupid? The commoners of this world 
are still relying on you to save them! 

Xiao Yuan wanted to get on his knees, but the next thing 
that happened made him want to fall to his knees even more! 

Xiao Yu’an could not undo the ropes around Yan Heging! 
They had been tied in a fancy manner—instead of restraints, 
they looked more like a type of sexual foreplay. Xiao Yu’an 
had never come across this type of bondage before. In 
his haste, the more he tried to undo the ropes, the more 
confused he became. Not only did he fail to undo the ropes, 
he actually tangled them even further. 

In a fit of anger, Xiao Yu’an yanked at the small section of 


rope that he had arduously undone. 
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And ended up making a bow... 

After giving into a moment of despair, Xiao Yu’an shouted 
with a tremble in his voice. “Hongxiu!” 

At his shouts, the candle flames at the doors to his 
bedchamber fluttered as Hongxiu rushed in and knelt next 
to the bed. “Your Majesty, what happened?” 

Xiao Yu’an’s mind was in a mess, not knowing where to 
even start. All he could say was, “H-h-help him undo these 
ropes first.” 

Hongxiu froze. As if realising that she had done some- 
thing wrong, Hongxiu got up to untie the ropes around Yan 
Heging, her face ashen. 

“Was he made to become like this?” Xiao Yu’an gazed at an 
unresponsive Yan Heqing, feeling his organs twist together in 
worry. 

When Hongxiu was done with the ropes, she knelt again. 
“Your Majesty, I was afraid that he would resist and hurt you, 
so I gave him some medicine that would knock him out. He 
wasn’t actually drugged into a stupor. As long as he takes the 
antidote and rests for a night, he’ll be alright.” 

Xiao Yuan patted his chest and let out a long sigh. “Then 
where’s the antidote?” 

Hongxiu retrieved a small jar that held the antidote, 
offering it to him with both hands. 

Xiao Yu’an took it and sat at the side of the bed, reaching 
out to hold Yan Heqing up. Then, he fed him the antidote, 
and Yan Heqing descended quickly into slumber with a 
heavy head. After adjusting his robes for him and covering 
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him with the blanket, Xiao Yu’an turned and found Hongxiu 
still on her knees in the same spot. 

Xiao Yu’an ordered, “Stop kneeling. Get up.” 

With her head lowered, Hongxiu did not yield. “I beg for 
Your Majesty’s punishment.” 

Xiao Yu’an pulled Hongxiu up, laughing wistfully, “What 
for?” 

“I know that Your Majesty favours this man and ordered 
me not to lay a finger on him, but he’s far too dangerous! I’m 
unable to send him to Your Majesty’s bed without absolute 
caution. Now that Your Majesty has seen his wounds, you 
can’t bear to take the next step...” 

“Hold up!” Xiao Yu’an caught the keywords. “Wounds? 
What wounds?” 

Hongxiu responded blankly. “The wounds from being 
whipped on his back...” 

Xiao Yu’an inhaled and exhaled once, and again. Then, he 
began rummaging through the cabinet. 

Hongxiu was visibly confused. “Your Majesty, what are 
you looking for?” 

“For gold, silver, and anything valuable that’s easy to 
carry.” 

“Why are we looking for those?” 

“To escape! No! That’s not right, we aren’t escaping! We 
shall call it a strategic manoeuvre!” 

“Your Majesty, Your Majesty! What’s wrong? What 
escape? Where are you going?” Flustered, Hongxiu pulled at 


Xiao Yu’an, who was ransacking the room high and low. 
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Xiao Yu’an paused, quietly looking at the handful of 
valuable possessions he found. 

That’s right... Where could he go? 

Composing himself, Xiao Yu’an straightened. As if he was 
headed for imminent death, he asked Hongxiu gravely, “What 
did you do to him?” 

Pursing her lips and wringing her hands, Hongxiu 
answered with her head lowered. “Your Majesty, I intended 
to properly teach him how to serve Your Majesty, but I didn’t 
have the chance yet. So today I could only feed him the 
medicine first.” 

“What about the lashes from the whip?” 

“He was pacing back and forth within Jingyang Palace 
without permission during curfew and was thus punished.” 

“Aside from these?” 

“Nothing else.” 

Perhaps he could still salvage the situation! Now, his most 
pressing problem was how to stop Hongxiu from trying to 
send Yan Heqing to his bed all the time. With his chin resting 
on his hand, Xiao Yu’an went back and forth and circled 
around twice, then coming to a stop before Hongxiu. Point- 
ing at Yan Heqing on the bed, he asked seriously, “Hongxiu, 
do you think I like him?” 

Hongxiu did not even hesitate. “Yes, because he’s hand- 
some.” 

Xiao Yu’an turned around to flip open the closet, then 
closed it. Flipped it open again, only to have it closed again. 


When he had calmed down, he turned to Hongxiu and 
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shouted at the top of his lungs, “I don’t like him!” 

Hongxiu did not understand. “But recently, he’s perpetu- 
ally on Your Majesty’s mind.” 

Xiao Yuan asked, “Think about it. Is this the type of looks 
I go for?” 

Hongxiu paused and pondered in silence. 

Indeed, His Majesty prefers alluring ones with a gorgeous, 
striking appearance. While Yan Heqing is incomparably 
handsome and his good looks otherworldly, it’s hardly the type 
that His Majesty prefers. 

Hongxiu murmured, “Then why did Your Majesty...” 

Acting wiser beyond his years, Xiao Yu’an answered, “The 
best strategy is not to attack the city, but the mind. Psycho- 
logical warfare triumphs over physical battle. ’m making 
preparations to conquer the south again in the future!” 

Realisation dawned upon Hongxiu. “Your Majesty is 
wise!” 

“You saw how much I favoured him. That is actually a 
diversion I conceived to spy on the enemy, so I don’t actually 
have any interest in him. You don’t have to go to the trouble 
of teaching him anything at all.” 

Hongxiu put her hands together and bowed. “I under- 
stand. I’ll have him taken away right now.” 

Xiao Yuan glanced at Yan Heqing, who was sound asleep 
in bed, and could not bring himself to agree. He blurted, “It’s 
already so late. Forget it. Let him sleep here tonight.” 

“Your Majesty, are you sure you don’t...” 


Xiao Yuan interrupted her firmly, “Truly! I do not!” 
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He spoke until his mouth went dry, then pointed to the 
heavens and earth and shouted for the moon and stars to 
be his witness. Only then were Hongxiu’s doubts put to a 
permanent rest. 

After he persuaded Hongxiu to leave his bedchamber, 
Xiao Yu’an, who had suffered through various forms of 
psychological battery and devastation all night, could finally 
rest. 

He exhaled deeply and sat next to the bed, leaning against 
the bedpost. His eyes closed; Xiao Yu’an wanted to sort out 
his thoughts in peace. 

After a long while, Xiao Yu’an opened his eyes and 
massaged his temples. He turned to check on Yan Heqing， 
but a glance made him go cold instantly, his blood beginning 
to freeze. 

He did not know when Yan Heqing woke—the reds of his 
eyes had not yet faded as he met Xiao Yu’an’s gaze morosely, 
his eyes akin to that of a vicious ghost. 

Isn't this supposed to knock him out until morning?! Ugh, 
Jake medicines are the worst! 

As a CEO who had once been asked to memorise those 
domineering quotes, a number of these quotes flashed across 
Xiao Yu’an’s mind at this very moment. 

Say it. Do you want cash or a cheque? Whichever you pick, I 
won't be able to give you my heart. 

Don't worry. I'll take responsibility. Is a million dollars 
enough? 


Since you've been stained with my lingering breath, you are 
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mine in this lifetime—vyoull never be able to escape. 

You. Did you feel the depth of my feelings for you last night? 

These quotes sped through Xiao Yu’an’s mind. He 
selected one decisively and pointed outside the window. His 
expression blank and his tone calm, he said, “Look! There’s a 
planet—cough—plane!” 

Xiao Yu’an’s voice had actually broken out of fright! 

Getting to his feet, Xiao Yu’an took advantage of Yan 
Heqing’s moment of stunned disorientation; the former 
took a step and the latter exerted strength. In the split second 
before his successful escape, his wrist was grabbed, and Xiao 
Yuan crashed onto the bed in a mess. 

The next second, Xiao Yu’an’s neck was caught in a vice- 
like grip. 

Three words echoed in his mind. 


I’m done for! 
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iao Yuan clutched at Yan Heqing’s hand 
XxX. his neck with all his might, shakily 
raising a finger from his other hand. He panted, 
“I-I need you to know t-that I didn’t touch you 
I-last night.” 

Yan Heqing switched to using both hands 
and strangled Xiao Yu’an hard in an unrelenting 
grip. “I know. My mind was in a haze, but my 
memories are intact.” 

Aghast, Xiao Yu’an began to struggle. “Cough, 
cough, |-let’s use our words and h-have a chat 
first. Y-Yan Heqing! Have you thought about 
h-how you'd escape if you s-strangled me to 
death?” 

A frosty glint flickered across Yan Heqing’s 
eyes, his ebony hair scattered and masking 
his face as a desolate laugh fell from his lips. 


“Escape? My kingdom and family are no more. 
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Where would I flee to? I’m forced to surrender to despotic 
rule, displaced far from home, so even if I perished along 
with you today, even consumed by the flames of destruction 
and torn from limb to limb in execution, I have no regrets.” 

Xiao Yuan came to the realisation that Yan Heqing had 
not listened to a single thing he had said to him in Jingyang 
Palace previously. 

I’ve made it clear that I have no untoward intentions when 
it comes to you, but you're still going for mutual obliteration? 
What for?! 

Yan Heging, you're heartless! Merciless! Unreasonable!” 

In pain and struggling to breathe, Xiao Yu’an’s vision 
began to fade. He tried to wrench free from Yan Heqing s 
hold with all his might. Between gasps for air, Xiao Yu’an 
shouted, “Yan Hegqing, I won’t do anything to harm you!” 

Yan Heqing laughed coldly, “We’re enemies, why would 
you...” 

Xiao Yu’an interrupted him in a holler, “Because ’m not 
the emperor of the Northern Empire!” 

The iron grip over his neck instantly loosened. Armed 
with only his self-defence training and the will to survive, 
Xiao Yu’an turned over and threw Yan Heqing off of him. 
He swiftly secured Yan Heqing’s hands behind his back and 
applied pressure to Yan Heqing’s waist with his knees in 
hopes of restraining him. With this, Xiao Yu’an should have 


been able to easily limit Yan Heqing’s movements, but due 


12 This is taken from a line in the TV drama “Romance in the Rain’, 
which aired in 2001. 
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to the young emperor’s weak physique, he lost grip over Yan 
Heqing’s hands for only a moment, just enough for the other 
man to wrestle free. 

Naturally, Yan Heqing was unwilling to concede, turning 
over and seizing Xiao Yu’an’s arms instead. 

Seeing as the situation was about to take a turn for the 
worse, Xiao Yu’an yelped, “Stop, stop, stop!” 

The two of them loosened their hold on the other at the 
same time, each retreating to a corner of the bed. Xiao Yu’an 
covered his neck with his hand as he gasped for air, endlessly 
cursing in his mind. Coming back to his senses, Xiao Yu’an 
repeated, “It’s true, ’m not the emperor of the Northern 
Empire.” 

Yan Heqing’s eyes darkened in palpable disbelief. 

His voice raspy from the chokehold earlier, Xiao Yu’an 
could barely string a complete sentence together. “The fact 
that I know the jade hairpin is something your mother left 
behind is proof...” 

Yan Heqing asked solemnly, “Then who are you?” 

Xiao Yuan had a think. “I’m your daddy’s friend.” 

Your “daddy” ts the author, thus the readers can be counted 
as your “daddy's friends”, Xiao Yuan concluded. 

Yan Heqing frowned. “Daddy?” 

“Yes, that’s me!” 

I was almost strangled to death, so what’s wrong with me 
taking a little advantage of him? 

“\.What’s a ‘Daddy’?” 


Xiao Yuan replied feebly, “A mystical force that originates 
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from modern civilisation.” 

Yan Heqing’s confused silence was deafening. 

Massaging his throat, Xiao Yu’an added, “I know what 
else you want to ask. You want to know how I managed to 
impersonate the emperor of the Northern Empire. Think 
of this as a bout of insanity or me deliberately trying to trick 
you, but I’m telling the truth. I died in a past life, and when 
I opened my eyes again, I’d already become the emperor. I 
didn’t have a choice, but ’'m really not him.” 

Yan Heqing s eyes were locked intently on Xiao Yu’an’s 
face as if trying to see through him. 

The two were caught at an impasse for a long moment 
before an imperceptible icy gleam—as cold as icicles piercing 
through bone and as sharp as the edge of a blade—crossed 
Yan Heqing’s eyes. Most of all, one could sense the terrifying 
intent to kill hidden under the glint of his eyes. 

As if someone had his heart in an unrelenting grasp, Xiao 
Yuan was racked with trembles as chills endlessly ran up and 
down his spine, traversing through his four limbs and body. 

Yan Heqing remained unconvinced! 

Indeed, under these circumstances, how could mere words 
convince the other? No matter how Xiao Yu’an looked at it, 
it did seem as if he was trying to delay the inevitable and buy 
himself some time. 

They burst into action at the same time. Xiao Yu’an made 
a leap for escape but was forcibly dragged back onto the 
bed—his shoulders were locked in place under sheer physical 


strength, his back crashing against the bed surface. 
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A deafening noise resounded as the bedframe yielded 
under pressure. Xiao Yu’an sucked in a sharp breath, in so 
much pain that he was seeing stars. 

Yan Heqing mercilessly placed Xiao Yu’an into a choke- 
hold again, but Xiao Yu’an reacted quickly, holding onto 
Yan Heqing’s wrist and twisting it hard. At the ensuing pain, 
Yan Heqing frowned and released his grip, then slammed his 
kneecap into Xiao Yu’an’s abdomen viciously. 

Without the protection of bones, that was the body’s 
most vulnerable spot, not to mention how Yan Heqing had 
attacked without holding back. A coppery taste welled up 
in the back of Xiao Yu’an’s throat, blood oozing from the 
corner of his mouth as he trembled in agony. At this very 
moment, he finally came to his senses. 

Yan Heging really wants to murder me! 

If I dont think of something soon, I’m going to die! 

Xiao Yuan liberally cursed at Yan Heqing, a common 
profanity echoing in his mind. He then guarded his abdomen 
with one hand, the other clenched tightly in a fist and went 
straight for Yan Heqing’s face. 

Narrowly escaping the attack, Yan Heqing intended to 
overpower his opponent when knocks suddenly echoed from 
the door! 

Yang Liu’an’s voice then drifted over. “Your Majesty, 
what’s going on? I heard a very loud noise.” 

Yan Heqing’s eyes narrowed, and in a moment of panic, he 
quickly reached out, attempting to cover Xiao Yu’an’s mouth. 


“I... mm-mm!” Xiao Yu’an managed to utter one word 
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before the rest of his sentence was drowned out under Yan 
Heqing s palm. 

“Your Majesty? Your Majesty? Are you alright?” 

The knocks picked up in speed, as did Yan Heqing’s 
breathing. 

Yan Heqing was well aware that if the imperial guard en- 
tered at this time, he would not only fail to kill the emperor 
but also face a tragic demise. Yan Heqing pressed down 
firmly on Xiao Yu’an’s mouth with one hand and used the 
other to grab Xiao Yu’an’s throat again. 

Refusing to be at Yan Heqing’s mercy, Xiao Yu’an took 
advantage of the other’s moment of panic and bit down on 
Yan Heqing’s hand, desperately trying to pull off the hand 
over his mouth. 

Knock after knock resounded from outside the palace. 
Yang Liu’an anxiously hollered, “Your Majesty? Your Majesty, 
if you don’t respond, ’'m coming in!” 

Yan Heqing’s hand was bleeding from Xiao Yu’an’s bite 
and throbbed in pain. He was rendered powerless, and his 
eyes closed in despair—the outcome was set. 

The door creaked loudly as it opened from the outside; 
at the same time, Xiao Yu’an managed to tug Yan Heqing’s 
hand off. Barely able to gasp for breath, he shouted with all 
his might, “Don’t come in!” 

A sudden hush swept over the surroundings, and the 
barely-opened door snapped shut. 

Yang Liu’an’s uneasy voice could be heard through the 


door. “Your Majesty, what happened to your voice? Are you 
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Dumbstruck, all Yan Heqing could do was stare blankly at 
Xiao Yu’an. 

Xiao Yu’an coughed weakly, as if he was on the brink 
of death, then with every ounce of strength he had left, he 
yelled, “I’m alright, nothing’s wrong! Continue to stand 
guard, and no matter what you hear later, don’t come in.” 

“Yes, I understand,” was the reply from outside the door, 
and silence followed. 

The last exchange used up all of Xiao Yu’an’s remaining 
strength. With a hand over his abdomen, he curled up in bed 
as if he had lost all purpose in life. 

Yan Heqing did not continue to attack. Struggling with 
himself for a moment, he then murmured in utter disbelief, 
“Why...” 

Xiao Yu’an wanted to open his eyes and look at Yan 
Heging, but he was seeing stars, unable to focus. “I’ve said 
that I’m really not the emperor. If I wanted you to die, you 
would’ve been dead upon our first encounter in the Imperial 
Prison. I didn’t make a move then and certainly had no 
intentions of doing the same after.” 

Yan Heqing lowered his gaze slowly, immersed in his 
thoughts. 

Xiao Yu’an raised his fingers to make an oath with deter- 
mination in his eyes and a solemn expression. “Yan Heging, I 
swear on the heavens, the earth, and my conscience that there 
isn’t the slightest bit of untruth in what I just said. And from 


now onwards, regardless of the situation, I won’t harm you.” 
8 7 


-127- 


-和 


How Ye Survive 
GS A Villain 

Yan Heqing lifted his head and looked at Xiao Yu’an, 
stuck in a state of alert and wariness. They held each other’s 
gaze for a few seconds, while Yan Heqing seemingly had 
no intention of letting down his guard. Discouraged, Xiao 
Yuan pulled at the blanket, covered himself with it, then lay 
flat and closed his eyes. 

Yan Heqing asked incredulously, “What are you doing?” 

“Sleeping.” Xiao Yu’an ensconced himself tightly within 
the blanket. Aching from head to toe, Xiao Yu’an’s voice was 
painfully hoarse and rough, as if it had been burnt by blazing 
hot coal. 

“I’ve said all that I needed to say, take it or leave it. If you 
still want to strangle me to death, go ahead. After all, I’ve 
knocked on death’s door once, what more a second time?” 

Silence fell over Yan Heqing. Xiao Yu’an was exhausted to 
begin with, and now that he was at ease, drowsiness washed 
over him. After what seemed like an eternity, Xiao Yu’an felt 
the person next to him lie down slowly just as he was about 
to sink into slumber. 

Xiao Yuan instinctively shared half of the blankets with 
the other side, where silence lapsed for a long while before 
Yan Heqing pulled the proffered blanket over. 

Slightly more awake, Xiao Yu’an mumbled, “I know you 
don’t fully believe me, but it doesn’t matter. My sincerity 
will be evident in time. After all, ’'m yours.” 

Realising something amiss with his choice of words, Xiao 
Yuan amended, “Your ally who'll help you. By the way, are 


you still willing to stay in Jingyang Palace?” 


-128- 


flow Yo Survive 


as a Villain 


Yan Heqing asked wryly, “Where else can I go?” 

Xiao Yu’an chuckled, “I don’t have anywhere to go, too. 
Why don’t we make do with each other then?” 

The rest of the night passed in silence, and they slept 


peacefully until dawn broke. 


When Xiao Yuan woke up the next day, he wanted to pass 
away immediately. 

All his sore muscles aside, just the pain in Xiao Yu’an’s 
abdomen, back and throat was enough to torment him. 

Xiao Yu’an kneaded his neck and groaned, his voice 
hoarse and unpleasant to the ears, like a wooden board being 
dragged across beads of sand. Trembling, he pulled his robes 
aside. The bruise stretching across his abdomen was an 
alarming sight, a blotch of black and purple marking his skin. 

At the noise, Yan Heqing gradually roused from sleep. 
Taking in Xiao Yu’an’s current state, the slightest bit of 
helplessness flashed across his eyes. 

“We were both involved in the fight, are you not in pain at 
all?” Xiao Yu’an was indignant. “Are there any strangulation 
marks on my neck?” 

Yan Heqing nodded. 

Xiao Yu’an sighed heavily. “What should I do? If anyone 
sees this, they'll definitely doubt you.” 

Yan Heqing was dumbfounded—considering that Xiao 
Yu’an was only in this state because of him, the last thing he 
expected was for Xiao Yu’an to look out for him. 


“Good thing it’s winter now, so it shouldn’t be a problem 
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if I wear more layers and cover up,” Xiao Yuan mumbled to 
himself, totally missing the change in the way Yan Heqing 
looked at him. 

“Oh, right.” Xiao Yu’an pushed himself up and looked at 
Yan Heging. “Are your hands alright?” 

Yan Heqing did not understand. “Hands?” 

Xiao Yuan grabbed Yan Heging’s wrists and pulled them 
in for a closer look. The spot he had bitten last night was no 
longer bleeding, leaving behind only deep teeth imprints. 

These hands must not scar! 

They're integral to a loving and harmonious relationship 
with Princess Yongning! 

And your hands would also be praised by your concubines 

for how great they look! 

But damn... to be honest, they’re really pleasant to look at. 
How slender, long and fair his hands are! 

Xiao Yu/an still had his eyes trained on Yan Heqing’s 
hands when Yan Heqing suddenly pulled back, frowning as 
embarrassment crept up on him. 

“Oh...” Xiao Yu’an was taken aback. Rubbing the back of 
his neck, he smiled. “Don’t worry. I have no interest in men.” 

Probably... possibly... didn’t. 

Yan Heqing’s lips parted slightly as he looked at Xiao 
Yu’an, as if wanting to explain himself, but the words failed 
to leave his mouth. 

The skies brightened, and a knock echoed from the door. 
It was Hongxiu. “Your Majesty, I'll assist you in freshening 


up for the day.” 
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Xiao Yu’an rushed to pull the blanket up, wrapping it 
around himself and covering everything from the neck 
downwards. 

Hongxiu walked in with a bronze basin in her hands. At 
the sight of Xiao Yu’an’s current state and the messy bed, she 
could not help but stare with wide eyes, at a loss for words. 

Afraid that she would sense something amiss, Xiao Yu’an 
quickly instructed, “Hongxiu, take Yan Heqing back to 
Jingyang Palace first.” 

Hongxiu stammered as she set the basin down, “Y-yes, 
Your Majesty.” 

Seeing the two of them leave, Xiao Yu’an sucked in breaths 
of cold air to alleviate the pain while looking for clothes that 
could cover his neck, washing up and changing his clothes all 
by himself. 

When Hongxiu returned, she draped an outer robe over 
Xiao Yu’an, wanting to say something but clearly holding 
back. 

Feeling uneasy, Xiao Yu’an asked in concern, “What is it?” 

Hongxiu tied his belt securely around him. With a purse 
of her lips, she looked up and exclaimed, “Your Majesty! I 
completely understand!” 

What do you understand because I absolutely don't?! Be 
specific! 

Anger bubbled from the bottom of her heart as Hongxiu 
said, “Since you have no interest in him, did he force you?!” 
Speechless, Xiao Yu’an patted his chest as he caught his 


breath, feeling his internal injuries from last night flare up. 
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Forget it. For matters like this, it’s much better to be 
misunderstood than having to provide multiple explanations 
and worry about others finding out about Yan Heging trying 
to harm me. 

Xiao Yu’an put his clenched fist to his lips. “Cough, 
I wasn’t forced. Last night, when the moon shone at its 
brightness and we were in the same bed, we weren’t paying 
attention and... It was an accident and part of the plan for 
psychological warfare. I truly have no interest in him.” 

Hongxiu was still livid. “Your Majesty, you’ve never been 
in that position before. It is too much of a sacrifice for you to 
do this just to conquer him through the heart. Th-th-this is 
truly... sob...” 

The corners of Xiao Yu’an’s eyes twitched at her anguished 
sobs. 

Hongxiu continued to sigh, “Your Majesty, let me get you 
some ointment.” 

Xiao Yuan found this strange. “What ointment?” 

Hongxiu lowered her head. “It’s for use in that spot.” 

Xiao Yuan still did not understand. “What? For where?” 

Hongxiu stomped her foot fretfully. “For that spot!” 

Suddenly realising what she meant, Xiao Yu’an looked to 
the heavens, speechless. “...No need. Is there anything that 
will soothe the throat? My throat really hurts.” 

Watching as Hongxiu got to her feet to head for the 
Imperial Physicians Hall, Xiao Yu’an then urged, “And take 
some ointment that can treat and heal scars to Yan Heqing.” 


“For scars?” Hongxiu was confused. 
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“Yes. I accidentally bit him yesterday.” 

“Your Majesty, you...” 

“T truly don’t like him. You don’t have to look at me like 
that...” 

In the fifth year of Hongxiu’s servitude to the emperor, 
she suddenly discovered His Majesty’s small habit of refusing 


to express his actual thoughts. 


Xiao Yu’an took a few days to recuperate from his injuries, 
and only when the strangulation marks faded from his neck 
did he dare wander around in confidence. 

He was dealing with court affairs the next day, but when 
looking at memorials to the throne, he was distracted by the 
thought of others possibly making things difficult for Yan 
Heqing. He then decided to set his task aside and make his 
way to Jingyang Palace. 

Hongxiu was tongue-tied; Xiao Yu’an pretended not to 
see it. 

Dusk approached, the sun setting over the horizon as 
frosty winds gathered, billows of heavy and murky clouds 
hanging low. Snow continued to fall, covering the ground 
with a vast expanse of whiteness. 

In the Northern Empire, snow seemed to cascade without 
an end in sight. 

Xiao Yu’an pulled his outer robe in tighter, dusting the 
snow on his shoulder away and reaching out to knock on the 
doors to Yan Heqing’s room. 


A conscientious Yang Liu’an who had followed Xiao Yu’an 
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over placed his fists before him in respect. “Your Majesty, I 
will keep watch outside.” 

Xiao Yu’an would not allow it. “It’s too cold. You should 
head back first.” 

Yang Liu’an insisted, “I don’t think it’s cold.” 

Xiao Yu’an casually scooped up a pile of ice and stuffed it 
inside Yang Liu’an’s collar. “Is this cold?” 

Yang Liu an shivered. “...N-n-not c-cold.” 

You're already shivering, but you’re still not cold?! 

Xiao Yu’an did not know whether to laugh or cry. “Find a 
warm place and dry your clothes over the fire. Come back in 
two hours.” 

While Yang Liu’an remained hesitant, he was unable to 


disobey the order at Xiao Yu’an’s insistence. 


With the northern winds howling and his clothes wet 
from the snow, Guard Yang discreetly found a small, 
willow-filled courtyard within Jingyang Palace. Seeing no one 
around, he gently knocked on the door. 

“Who is it?” A bewildered voice resounded from within 
the house, and a short while later, the doors opened. 

Yang Liu’an watched Xiao Fengyue’s eyes colour with 
ecstasy and joy and beamed. “It’s me.” 

“Why are you drenched? Hurry, come in.” Xiao Fengyue 
dragged the man into the room and lit up the coal brazier, 
setting it down right before him. 

He found a few dry robes. “Take off your wet robes and 


wear mine first.” 
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Yang Liuan mumbled an affirmative and removed his 
outer robes, handing them over to Xiao Fengyue. 

“Change out of your inner robes as well. They’re all wet. 
Be careful and don’t catch a cold,” Xiao Fengyue said with 
concern, heartache evident in the depths of his eyes. 

A faint tinge of red emerged on Yang Liu’an’s face. “Th- 
there’s no need to take off the inner robes. It’s alright.” 

Realisation dawned on Xiao Fengyue. His expression was 
concealed with his lowered head, but the tips of his ears had 
long reddened. Xiao Fengyue stammered, “G-g-go ahead and 
change. I’ll go to the courtyard to clear the snow, so you can 
change here.” 

“Don’t, please. It’s too cold outside.” Yang Liu’an reached 
out to tug at Xiao Fengyue. 

Fretfully, Xiao Fengyue refuted, “That won’t do. Wearing 
wet clothes will give you a cold.” 

Yang Liu’an’s grip on him tightened. “I'll change here. 
Don’t leave.” 

As he said that, Yang Liu’an swiftly removed his inner 
robes and changed into a set of dry ones. Xiao Fengyue took 
the wet robes and dried them over the coal fire. “Why did you 
come today? Do you not need to serve His Majesty?” 

Yang Liu’an replied, “His Majesty is here to look for Yan 
Heging.” 

Hearing this, Xiao Fengyue let out a deep sigh. 

“What’s wrong?” Yang Liu’an could not bear to see Xiao 
Fengyue in distress. 


Xiao Fengyue explained, “Earlier, I caught wind of 
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groundless rumours that His Majesty has recently been 
devoted to a single person. I didn’t think it would be the 
prince of Southern Yan.” 

Yang Liu’an covered Xiao Fengyue’s hands nervously, 
gently caressing them. “Do you miss home?” 

Xiao Fengyue had long made his peace. He smiled gently 
at Yang Liu’an. “While Southern Yan may be my homeland, 
I’m alone in this world, and there’s nothing much that I 
yearn for. Moreover, now...” 

Now, just like the exquisite red beans of love, my longing ts 
bone-deep—without you, I'll be lost without a home. 9 

Xiao Fengyue paused, his head lowered as he watched the 
incandescent sparks in the coal brazier. 

Yang Liu’an did not notice anything amiss and persisted. 
“Then why did you sigh?” 

Xiao Fengyue collected his thoughts and raised his head to 
answer, “The prince of Southern Yan... ?m afraid he’s about 
to become the target of everyone’s attacks.” 

“Why is that?” Yang Liu’an was confused. 

As Xiao Fengyue spread out Yang Liu’an’s wet robes, me- 
ticulously drying them over the fire, he answered, “To be the 
sole recipient of the emperor’s favour—this has never been 
a cause for celebration. In Jingyang Palace, there are those 
who dedicate considerable efforts to gaining favours while 


feigning nonchalance and those who are overly intelligent, 


13 Mentioned in the second part of a poem called “New Additions to 
Willow Branches” composed by late Tang dynasty poet and lyricist Wen 
Tingyun. 
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doing all they can to conspire and scheme against others.” 


Away from Xiao Fengyue and Yang Liu’an, Xiao Yu’an was 
coincidentally worried about the same thing. “Has anyone 
tried to harm you recently?” 

Yan Heqing shook his head. 

“How about Hongxiu? Did she touch you?” 

Yang Heqing shook his head again. 

“The Imperial Household Department? Eunuch Zhao?” 

Still, Yan Heqing shook his head. 

Xiao Yu’an gave his chest a reassuring pat, exhaling a deep, 
relieved sigh. It seemed like all of the villains’ techniques were 
on cooldown. 

Seeing Xiao Yu’an’s behaviour, Yan Heqing frowned in 
confusion. “Why are you helping me? Even if you aren’t 
the emperor, you can still make use of this identity now to 
accomplish the impossible, abuse your absolute power, and 
hide the truth from the people, right?” 

Xiao Yu’an’s eyebrows arched in surprised. 

Does Yan Heging finally believe me? 

But how would I dare to do the impossible; if I did any of tt, 
the male protagonist's blade would approach and the Northern 
Empire would meet its demise. Why should I do that? 

Xiao Yu’an’s lips curved in a small smile. “There isn’t 
much of a reason. I just want to be friends with you.” 

“Friends?” 

“When a man is exploring and making a name for himself 


out in the world, he must keep company with capable, 
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honest and reliable friends.” 

Wariness was visible in Yan Heqing’s eyes, and he refused 
to speak. 

Xiao Yu’an, too, could not be bothered to provoke Yan 
Heqing into responding, instead shifting the stool and 
getting closer to the coal brazier. He gazed at the blustering 
snowstorm outside the window, rubbing his hands together 
and trying to warm up his body. 

Yan Heqing looked at him and piped up, “You’re... afraid 
of the cold?” 

“What?” Astonished, Xiao Yu’an then answered, “Yes. In 
my previous life, I was from the warm south, so I’m afraid of 
the cold.” 

“What was your name in your past life?” 

Xiao Yu’an dipped his finger into the water in the cup 
and wrote his name on the round rosewood table, stroke by 
stroke. 

Yan Heging read it out softly. “Xiao. Yu. An.” 

“Yes. When there’s no one around, just call me by my 
name.” Xiao Yu’an’s eyes crinkled slightly with his tiny smile. 
The red glow from the burning coal caressed his face, which 
was as white as porcelain; his eyes gleamed and brimmed with 
life, the edges of his figure blurring in Yan Heqing’s eyes. 

Yan Heqing could not see quite clearly, and after a long 


moment of scrutiny, he agreed, “Alright.” 


Two hours flashed by in a blink. Yang Liu’an’s clothes 


were finally dry, and after changing into his inner robes, 
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Xiao Fengyue helped him put on his outer robes with care, 
securing his belt and adjusting his collar. 

For a long while, they simply stared into each other’s eyes 
before Yang Liu’an looked away. “I’m heading back to His 
Majesty.” 

Xiao Fengyue looked outside the window in concern. “It’s 
snowing so heavily. Why don’t you take an umbrella?” 

Yang Liu’an shook his head, getting up and heading for the 
door. “Better not, lest others get suspicious.” 

Xiao Fengyue bit his bottom lip and did not insist. 

The battering wind and snow gushed forth the moment 
Yang Liu’an opened the doors. Suddenly, a thought occurred 
to Xiao Fengyue. He grabbed Yang Liu’an and retrieved a 
scent pouch from his robes, passing it over. 

“What’s this?” Yang Liu’an took the scent pouch in 
surprise. 

“You can’t take the umbrella, but surely you can take this 
scent pouch with you, can’t you?” 

Yang Liu’an rubbed at his head, smiling happily yet a bit 
shyly. “Thank you. I'll definitely keep this safe with me.” 

Xiao Fengyue looked downwards. “Hurry along. Don’t let 
His Majesty wait for you.” 

Yang Liu’an helped Xiao Fengyue shut the door, then 
carefully tucked the scent pouch into his innermost robe, 
adjusted his outer robes snugly and swiftly left. 

The frosty gales howled, the cold penetrating deep into 
the bones. The snowstorm made it difficult to hear and 


veiled the eyes, and the whole world was encased in beautiful 
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and untainted snow. The two of them did not notice anyone, 
but behind the willows of the courtyard, there silently stood 
a person. 

Qin Yu watched Yang Liu’an’s hurriedly retreating figure, 
then glanced at Xiao Fengyue’s tightly shut doors. He clicked 
his tongue several times in deep thought before a sly smile 
began to curl at the corners of his mouth, his eyes dancing 


with a hint of craftiness. 


Xiao Yuan returned to the Emperor’s Hall but could not 
shake off his unease—he worried about which villain’s attack 
cooldown period was over and who would have another go at 
Yan Heqing. So he let his hardworking Imperial Guard Yang 
stand guard at Jingyang Palace, afraid that things would go 
wrong in the slightest. 

Before the week was even up, Xiao Yu’an’s worry became a 
reality. 

Xiao Yu’an was in the midst of his meal when he heard 
Yang Liu’an’s report, then dashed off for Jingyang Palace the 
second he put down his bowl. 

To call this incident a serious matter was hardly accurate, 
but to say that it was a trivial matter would be remiss as well. 

A pleasure slave said that he saw Yan Heqing practising 
his swordplay in the courtyard and reported this to Jingyang 
Palace’s administrator Hongxiu. 

Jingyang Palace was subject to many rules and constraints, 
with the practice of swordplay and martial arts being strictly 


forbidden. Putting aside the emperor’s preference for those 
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who were soft, charming and coy, the expectations for plea- 
sure slaves to specialise in serving the emperor in bed made it 
particularly suspicious for one to secretly practise swordplay. 
It hinted at the possibility of harbouring the intention of 
assassinating the emperor. 

At this moment, Yan Heqing was kneeling in the admin- 
istrator’s courtyard at Jingyang Palace, together with the 
pleasure slave who made the report. Hongxiu looked at them 
both, her eyes a labyrinth and seemingly hesitant. 

The surrounding servants secretly exchanged glances, 
their eyes full of anticipation at the drama that would unfold 
before them. 

Based on Hongxiu’s temperament, if this accusation was 
true, the punishment awaiting Yan Heqing would not simply 
be skin-deep—he faced the possibility of losing his limbs. 

However, Xiao Yu’an had previously emphasised the 
strategy of psychological warfare, so Hongxiu was unwilling 
to put Yan Heqing on the spot, intending to punish him 
with a flogging to wrap up this entire incident. 

But the challenge lay with the pleasure slave who 
snitched—he was a loquacious individual who had a loose 
tongue! 

The news that Yan Heqing had been secretly practising his 
swordplay had already spread across the entirety of Jingyang 
Palace before Hongxiu was made aware of it. If she were to 
punish him by only flogging, Hongxiu’s authority would 
be undermined. In the worst-case scenario, it could even 


be interpreted as her aiding and abetting Yan Heqing in his 
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assassination plan. 

Hongxiu’s eyes moved between the two of them before 
finally resting on the pleasure slave. “You said Yan Heqing has 
been secretly practising his swordplay. Do you have proof?” 

That pleasure slave could not wait to look up and spoke 
without hesitation. “That day, I couldn’t sleep and got up 
early to watch the snow, then happened to see him practising 
his swordplay. I knew that itd be hard to convince anyone 
if it was just me alone, so the next day, I asked Qin Yu and 
others to head over and take a look. As expected, we saw him 
doing the same thing!” 

Hongxiu’s head hurt; she then asked for the servants to 
summon Qin Yu. 

Qin Yu pushed his hair aside and knelt, his smile enticing 
as he spoke in a high-pitched voice, “Lady Hongxiu, I’m tell- 
ing you that this truly happened. Considering he’s practising 
his swordplay daily, what other motives could there be if not 
wanting to harm His Majesty?” 

Hongxiu nodded, then summoned a few other pleasure 
slaves. As expected, their recounts corroborated the previous 
accounts by Qin Yu and the initial pleasure slave. Even if it 
was a falsehood, the voices of so many others insisting on the 
same thing were enough to give it credibility—the weight of 
slander could completely destroy a person. At this point, it 
was hard for Yan Heqing to explain himself. 

Hongxiu looked at Yan Heqing. Taking in the sight of 
his aloof expression that was absent of fear and remorse, she 


asked, “Aren’t you going to say something?” 
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Yan Heqing stared straight ahead, responding with 
silence. A few of the pleasure slaves kneeling on the ground 
exchanged looks, smiling at the thought of their successful 
ploy. 

“Then fine.” Hongxiu nodded. “Guards, take him...” 

Before she could complete her sentence, a servant burst 


into the room in panic. “His Majesty is here!” 


Xiao Yu’an stepped into the administrators’ quarters 
and was met with everyone’s greetings as they shakily and 
fearfully fell to their knees. At the sight of Yan Heqing, Xiao 
Yuan took in a sharp breath. 

Why are you kneeling again? Every time you kneel, I feel 
like my lifespan is shortened by another ten years! 

“Get up. Everyone, get up.” Xiao Yu’an gestured with his 
hands. 

Hongxiu got to her feet and bowed to Xiao Yu’an. “Your 
Majesty, this incident...” 

“Yang Liu’an has told me everything.” Xiao Yu’an nodded 
in understanding as he approached Yan Heqing. With a 
smile, he asked, “Were you really practising your swordplay?” 

Before Yan Heqing could respond, the pleasure slave 
on the side who had snitched struck preemptively. “Your 
Majesty, this really happened. If you don’t believe me, you 
can ask...” 

Hongxiu stared daggers at him before he could even finish 
his sentence, and he quickly fell silent. 


Xiao Yu’an waited patiently for Yan Heqing’s answer. Yan 
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Heqing stared at him, his eyes as calm as undisturbed waters. 
Then, he slowly gave Xiao Yuan a nod. 

When Yan Heqing openly admitted to it, some erupted 
into an uproar, some were surprised, and others were gleeful 
on the sly. 

“What?” Xiao Yuan was dumbfounded. “Your room is so 
small. Where do you train?” 

“In the courtyard.” 

“The courtyard is small, too. You’d cut a tree in barely two 
moves, wouldn’t you?” 

These two questions sounded incredibly strange, much to 
everyone’s confusion. Even Yan Heqing only nodded after a 
pause. 

“Hongxiu.” Xiao Yu’an waved Hongxiu over. 

“I’m here.” Hongxiu immediately bowed. 

“It’s too much! I can’t tolerate this, I can’t!” Xiao Yu’an 
said through gritted teeth, extremely pained. 

“Your Majesty, please don’t be upset. I understand now.” 
Hongxiu was quick to soothe Xiao Yu’an. 

Taking deep breaths to collect himself, Xiao Yu’an con- 
tinued, “If you want to train, just do it. Why are you cutting 
the trees? The earth is our home, and greening is everyone’s 
responsibility! Our environmental ecosystem advantage 
is our socioeconomic value!’* Get him a bigger courtyard! 
You’re not allowed to cut trees anymore!” 


Hongxiu was dumbstruck. “What?” 


14 This phrase comes from an environmental policy slogan that was 
introduced in China in 2005. 
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Everyone else, too, was dumbstruck. “What?” 

Going along with the flow, Xiao Yu’an mimicked them 
and feigned his shock. “What?” 

Being constantly at the emperor’s side was like lying right 
next to a tiger—both situations were fraught with high risks. 
As a personal servant who had served the emperor for five 
years, Hongxiu immediately understood what Xiao Yu’an 
meant faster than everyone else. “Your Majesty, you mean 
to move him to a courtyard where he can practise sword 
fighting?” 

“Yes.” Xiao Yu’an nodded in gratification. 

While this decree went against what had been done in 
similar instances prior to this, the emperor’s commands were 
of utmost importance. Hongxiu collected her thoughts and 
bowed, replying, “As Your Majesty commands.” 

Looking past everyone else who was gaping with wide 
eyes, Xiao Yu’an considered going back to finish his meal 
now that everything was resolved. After all, he rushed over 
here in a panic earlier and did not manage to eat his fill! 

Xiao Yu’an moved to leave, but after a few steps, he 
returned to Yan Heqing as a thought occurred to him. He 
asked curiously, “What do you use to train with?” 

Yan Heqing answered, “A long wooden stick.” 

Xiao Yu’an’s head dropped as he mulled over this, and a 
moment later, he spoke into Yan Heqing’s ear. “Pll find you 
tomorrow morning. There’s something important to discuss.” 

Yan Heqing nodded, indicating that he had heard him. 


Xiao Yu’an exchanged glances with Hongxiu and left, 
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reassured. 

Hongxiu caught her breath as she watched His Majesty 
leave, then swept her eyes over everyone present. “Alright, 
let’s break it up.” 

The loquacious snitch of a pleasure slave was unwilling, 
and it seemed he still wanted to argue, but Qin Yu yanked 
him backwards by the sleeves. Angered to the point of laugh- 
ter, Qin Yu uttered, “Did you not hear what His Majesty 
said? What else do you want to say? Do you want to lose 
your head?” 

That pleasure slave was upset. “But...” 

Qin Yu gave him a cold, sidelong glance. “I’m saving you 
out of goodwill. Think about the consequences yourself.” 

With that said, Qin Yu coldly brushed his sleeves and left. 

That pleasure slave finally mumbled, “7ch, Qin Yu, do 
you still think you’re His Majesty’s favourite? Sooner or later 


someone with a grudge will come for you.” 


The palace was the perfect breeding ground for rumours; 
the news of the prince of Southern Yan receiving the emper- 
or’s undivided affection and favour made its way to every 
corner just by word of mouth within half a day. 

Steward Feng rushed to inform Eunuch Zhao after 
hearing about this, to which Eunuch Zhao responded with 
a thoughtful noise of affirmation but refrained from further 
elaboration. 

Confused, Steward Feng probed. “Is Eunuch Zhao not 


worried about this?” 
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“Not anymore. Since he has willingly become a pleasure 
slave, he’s now a dog with a broken spine. There’s nothing 
to be afraid of. As I expected, that young lady Hongxiu has 
some tricks up her sleeves,” Eunuch Zhao answered leisurely. 

Simultaneously, Hongxiu was instead burdened with 
concern. “Your Majesty, I know that you’re enacting psycho- 
logical warfare, but I’m worried that if we allow Yan Heqing 
to practise his swordplay, he might hurt Your Majesty in 
the future. What if he gives into malicious intentions to 
assassinate you? What would we do then?” 

Xiao Yu’an, who had nearly been strangled to death by 
Yan Heqing once, grinned. “Don’t worry, I have it all under 
control. Oh, right. Pll need to visit Jingyang Palace tomorrow 
morning. You don’t have to arrange for any guards to follow 
me.” 

Hongxiu knew who Xiao Yu’an was looking for without 
even asking. “Not even Imperial Guard Yang?” 

“No need. Just me.” 

“But Your Majesty! What if...” Hongxiu persisted. 

“It’s alright.” Xiao Yu’an soothed Hongxiu in a gentle 
voice. 

Xiao Yu’an’s unrelenting determination put Hongxiu at 
a loss for words. After his morning meal, Xiao Yu’an went 
to Jingyang Palace on his own. Hongxiu had always been 
swift and resolute in her actions; while the incident had only 
happened yesterday, Yan Heqing already had a new residence 
today. 


Golden sun rays spilt across the snow on this wintry 
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morning. Perhaps due to it being too early, Jingyang Palace 
was exceedingly quiet. Xiao Yu’an was a little worried about 
the early hour as he knocked on the doors to Yan Heqing’s 
room. The doors opened shortly after. 

The eaves were covered in white, and warm sunlight was 
aplenty— Yan Heqing’s features were strikingly sharp, almost 
blade-like, and his eyes were clear and bright, reminiscent of 
pristine waters. Clad in black attire with a matching belt, he 
presented an impressively dashing figure. 

Xiao Yu’an’s lips curved slightly in a smile. “Put on an 
outer robe. I'll take you somewhere.” 

With no attendants and no imperial carriage, they ambled 
their way from the east side of the Imperial Palace to the 
west. When noon approached, Xiao Yu’an finally stopped in 
his tracks. 

Yan Heqing looked up ahead, where smoke lingered, and 
the enticing aroma of food filled the air. Before them stood 
a house which was neither extravagant nor plain, with a 
hanging plaque bearing three words: The Imperial Kitchen. 

Yan Heqing was perplexed. “Here?” 

An innocent, harmless smile hung on Xiao Yu’an’s face. 
“To tell you the truth, I got lost.” 

Yan Heqing stared at him in silence. 

“Don’t look at me like that—I’m not familiar with the 
palace either. I did ask about the route yesterday, but the 
palace grounds are immense. Plus, all the corridors, halls 
and courtyards are so similar, so I got lost on the way.” Xiao 


Yuan shrugged innocently. 
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Yan Heqing looked at him, feeling a headache coming on. 
“Then why did you stop?” 

Xiao Yu’an let out a long sigh as he rubbed at his stomach. 
“I’m hungry. I remembered that the Imperial Kitchen was 
nearby, so I walked over.” 

A trace of helplessness flickered across Yan Heqing’s eyes. 
“Then go grab something to eat. Wait, what are you doing 
now?” 

Xiao Yu’an took out a piece of silk cloth from nowhere 
to cover up half his face, tying a knot at the back of his head. 
“We'll just sneak a little food, lest we make a big scene. We 
still have to find our way after we’ve eaten our fill.” 

Once again, silence befell Yan Hegqing. 

The emperor, in all his grandeur, needing to go to the 
Imperial Kitchen to steal food... is this not making a scene in 
itself? 

Xiao Yu’an stuffed another piece of silk cloth in Yan 
Heqing’s hands. His next movements were swift; he pressed 
himself against the wall, his body crouched low. Yan Heqing 
was hesitant and rooted in his spot, but ended up concealing 
his face and followed Xiao Yu’an as they came to the back- 
yard’s vermilion red walls. 

Xiao Yuan realised he had a problem right there and then. 

He trained in self-defence when he was younger but was 
clueless when it came to climbing walls. After all, he was 
from the twenty-first century and had no opportunity to 
practise such skills as a CEO. 


“I can’t climb up.” Xiao Yu’an turned around and sought 
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Yan Heqing s help. 

Yan Heqing lifted his eyes to look at the red walls, stepped 
back a few steps and with a run-up, his feet tapped lightly on 
the wall surface, using that as leverage to flip himself over the 
wall. His body was as lithe as a swallow’s, floating naturally 
across, as fluid as moving water. 

Xiao Yuan sighed endlessly on the inside, unable to resist 
the urge to applaud him. 

As expected of the male protagonist. He’s so handsome even 
when flipping over the wall! 

Yan Heqing clung onto the eaves hanging over the walls, 
wanting to give Xiao Yu’an a hand, only to see him quietly 
take a few steps forward and push open the small wooden 
door leading into the backyard, then sauntering in. 

Yan Heging asked, “... You knew the door wasn’t locked?” 

“Yes. When I snuck over earlier, I saw it was unlocked.” 

With some difficulty, Yan Heqing asked, “Then why did 
we still need to climb the walls?” 

Xiao Yu’an’s smile was gentle. “Because it feels like we’re 
sneaking around if we flip over walls, and it’s more suitable 
for our current operation.” 

Yan Heqing could no longer take this lying down, snag- 
ging Xiao Yu’an by the back of his neck and coldly saying, “T’ll 
see you again on the road to hell.” 

“Fight after we re full! Fight after we’re full!” Xiao Yu’an 
howled several times as he escaped from Yan Heqing’s clutch- 
es, retreating backwards with a hunched posture. Yan Heqing 


shot him a look before turning to head to the kitchen. 
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It was noon, and inside the Imperial Kitchen, people bus- 
tled about energetically, the whole space filled with activity. 
Yan Heqing and Xiao Yu’an looped around the kitchen once 
quietly, and after some difficulty, found a secluded little 
room near the woodshed. 

This little room seemed to be designated for the servants 
to have their meals. It was shabby, small and narrow, cold and 
impoverished. All the servants were busy at this time, so the 
space was empty. 

Xiao Yu’an walked in confidently and found two white 
mantou in the wok. He bit into one and passed Yan Heqing 
the other. 

Yan Heqing took over the mantou quietly, biting and 
chewing at irregular intervals. 

“Is there no meat...?” Xiao Yuan mumbled, beginning to 
search through the cupboards. 

Yan Heqing stood at the side as he watched Xiao Yu’an 
turn the place upside down, his sensitive ears listening for any 
movements outside. 

When Xiao Yu’an was done rummaging through the 
cupboards, he made his way to the fireplace. Yan Heqing 
watched as Xiao Yu’an’s face turned grey with dirt, and for a 
moment, he wanted to say something but decided against it. 

“Ah, there’re baked sweet potatoes.” 

Xiao Yuan exclaimed with delight as if he had suddenly 
discovered treasures. He cradled the ash-covered sweet pota- 
toes in his embrace, then turned, intending to show off his 


little achievement, when Yan Heqing’s eyes flashed abruptly. 
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He sped forward in quick strides, grabbing Xiao Yu’an’s 
collar and throwing him out of the window, then flipping 
out of it himself after. 

Xiao Yu’an rolled twice on the ground, the crash sending 
him into a stupor. As the skies and earth spun in rotation, a 
lady’s scream sounded in his ears. “Ah! Guards, help! There’s 
a thief!” 

Yan Heging landed agilely, approached in a single stride 
and scooped up Xiao Yu’an, who was still rubbing at his 
head. With a light tap of his foot, he leapt and glided away at 
an impressive speed, escaping the chase with ease soon after. 

Only when Yan Heqing was certain that no one had 
caught up with them did he set Xiao Yu’an down. 

Xiao Yu’an quickly looked downwards and heaved a sigh 
of relief. Not a single one of the sweet potatoes had fallen, 
sitting safe and sound in his embrace. 

Massaging at his elbow that was bruised from the fall, Xiao 
Yu’an handed Yan Heqing a piece of baked sweet potato, 
patiently negotiating with him. “Actually, I’m really quite 
quick with flipping over windows. If this happens again, 
could you let me know in advance?” 

Therell be a next time for stealing food from the Imperial 
Kitchen? The ends of Yan Heqing’s mouth twitched. He 
took the sweet potato without uttering a word. 

After filling his stomach, Xiao Yu’an looked around. 
There were no large halls or palaces in their vicinity; it was 
all scenic gardens with no guards on patrol, which made the 


environment seem exceptionally deserted and desolate. From 
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the looks of it, they had left the Imperial Palace. 

Xiao Yu’an cleared his throat and turned to shoot Yan 
Heging a smile. “I think I’m...” 

“Ask for directions,” Yan Heqing interrupted him with 
succinct instructions. 

Xiao Yu’an obediently began to look for someone, but this 
place was too isolated. The two of them made a huge round 
before they finally encountered a guard. 

This guard had likely come to this spot to laze about and 
take a nap. At the sight of them, his first panicked reaction 
was to flee, but halfway through, he felt something was amiss. 
Brandishing his blade, he ran back and made a racket as he 
shouted, “Who’re you?! Where did you suspicious people 
come from?” 

Xiao Yu’an wiped at his ash-covered face, revealing just 
enough identifying facial features. 

The guard’s hands shook, and he immediately knelt down 
with a thud. “Y-Your Majesty?” 

“Don’t kneel. Get up.” Xiao Yu’an could not take this and 
gestured. 

The guard tottered as he stood. “Your Majesty, why did 
you come all the way here? This is outside of the Imperial 
Palace.” 

“Let me ask you, where’s the Temple of Heaven?” 

“Your Majesty, you'll have to walk approximately six miles 
south.” 

Xiao Yu’an smiled and thanked him, then turned to ask 


Yan Heging, “Shall we go?” 
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“Alright.” Yan Heqing nodded. 

In a daze, the guard watched them leave side by side, then 
suddenly remembered something. He caught up to them 
in a few steps. “Your Majesty, Your Majesty! This is already 
outside of the palace grounds. The roads ahead aren’t easy to 
traverse as there’re too many small paths and forestry. Why 
not return to the Imperial Palace first and use your imperial 
carriage to get there?” 

“No need, it’s alright.” Xiao Yu’an waved him off, his 
smile warm and gentle. Gleaming light cut through the skies 
and outlined his stunning looks. At that sudden moment, it 
was impossible to envision the tyrannical emperor who was 
shunned by all. 

The guard was stunned for a long time, and when he 
broke out of his trance, the two had already disappeared in 


the distance. 


With this walk, time passed from noon into dusk. 

Xiao Yu’an was wearing ceremonial robes, which limited 
the length of his strides. His robes frequently got caught in 
the branches too. This slowed him down even more, and if 
not for how cold it was, he really wanted to rip the hem of his 
robes off. 

Evening came, daylight slowly fading out as darkness 
descended. Then, the Temple of Heaven finally appeared 


before them. 
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了 Temple of Heaven was located halfway 
up the mountain at the end of ninety-nine 
steps. The afterglow of sunset painted the 
skies a deep, scarlet red; the imposing temple 
was similarly engulfed in this striking colour, 
evoking a sense of reverence from its visitors. 

A magnificent and splendid ancestral hall 
stood next to the stairs. Incense smoke swirled 
in the air, the surroundings exuding peace and 
solemnity. 

Yan Heqing’s brows furrowed slightly. 
“What’s this place?” 

“This is where the Northern Empire wor- 
ships its ancestors and where ancestral remains 
are kept. How about you wait for me here? 
I'll be back soon,” Xiao Yuan said carefully, 
surveying Yan Heqing’s expression. 


The late emperor’s spirit tablet was inside, 
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after all. 

Yan Heqing nodded. 

Dusting off the ashes on his robes and adjusting his attire, 
Xiao Yu’an straightened and entered the hall. The area where 
they placed the sacrificial offerings was heavily guarded. 
While the guards were surprised at Xiao Yu’an’s sudden visit, 
they did not dare stop him. Xiao Yu’an walked straight into 
the main hall without any obstructions. 

Ancestral spirit tablets were displayed in the main hall, 
each of them delicately decorated with golden font carvings. 
Incense and candles burned, and plates of fruits and a pig’s 
head were laid out. Xiao Yu’an bowed to pay his respects 
after some thought. 

In the novel, Yan Heqing set this hall ablaze with a torch 
on the third day after he successfully conquered the North- 
ern Empire, burning it to the ground. 

The late emperor’s and all the other ancestors’ spirit 
tablets were violently smashed and left discarded at the city 
gates to be trampled on by the masses as if they were mere 
waste and the filthiest of dirt. 

Xiao Yuan lifted his head, looking at the solemnity of the 
venerated space before him as his thoughts lingered on Yan 
Heqing, who was waiting outside. For a moment, he was 
struck by how surreal this was. 

After that realisation, Xiao Yu’an recalled the purpose of 
his visit and began searching around. 

Yan Heqing waited outside the hall patiently, and time 


barely passed before Xiao Yu’an came into his line of vision. 


-156- 


Hew fe Survive 


as a Villain 


He had gone in empty-handed but was now holding a 
sword. Stopping before Yan Heqing, Xiao Yu’an handed the 
sword over. “Here, it’s for you.” 

Yan Heqing’s eyes widened in utter disbelief as he accepted 
the offering, carefully sliding his fingers over the sheath. 
A life-like golden dragon was carved into the hilt of the 
sword; the body of the blade was thin but sharp, revealing a 
faint, chilly glint, and the sword was so precise that it could 
effortlessly cut through a strand of hair. Yan Heqing’s gaze 
lowered, and for a moment, he was overcome with emotion. 
“This is...” 

“That’s right,” Xiao Yu’an answered. 

This sword was once the personal blade of Southern 
Yan’s emperor, Yan Heqing’s father. Initially, when the late 
Northern Empire emperor broke past Southern Yan’s final 
defences, Yan Heqing’s father slit his own throat with this 
blade in agonising anguish at the city’s walls, bleeding tears 
of sorrow and grief. 

The Northern Empire’s late emperor then kept this blade 
as a war trophy, even using it as his personal blade. After 
he passed, it was the only possession not buried along with 
him but instead displayed in the temple for his descendants 
to worship. This was why Yan Heqing harboured extreme 
hatred for this place. 

Yan Heqing collected himself, lifting his head to look at 
Xiao Yu’an. “What do you mean by this?” 

Xiao Yuan smiled. “It’s yours now. Keep it safe.” 


This sword would eventually belong to Yan Heging, 


-157- 


How Ye Survive 


as a Villain 


sooner or later. 

Yan Heqing stared at Xiao Yu’an, mixed feelings flashing 
across his glistening eyes. After a long while, he mumbled, 
“Thank you.” 

Xiao Yuan shrugged. “It was originally your family’s. Im 
just returning it to its owner.” 

Yan Heqing shot him another look before turning his back 
to the hall. He placed the sword on the ground with both 
hands, then lifting up the hem of his robes, he knelt and 
prostrated himself before the blade without hesitation. 

In this direction, he faced his destroyed homeland; under 
his knees laid the thousands of miles of silent land, and 
above, the weighty expanse of the sky loomed. 

Reluctant to witness this, Xiao Yu’an turned away, afraid 
that Yan Heqing’s eyes would be filled with vengeful wrath 
at his empire’s downfall when he looked up, that his rage and 
hatred would crystallise into a sharp edge that would slide 
across the back of his neck. 

Shortly after, Xiao Yu’an heard Yan Heqing call out to 
him. When he turned, he saw Yan Heging already on his feet, 
holding onto the blade, his eyes were void of rage or sorrow 
but brimmed with quietude and tenderness akin to gentle 
waters. 

Yan Heqing asked, “Shall we go?” 


Xiao Yuan replied with a smile, “Let’s go.” 


The journey down a mountain was much more challeng- 


ing than the way up. Xiao Yu’an, who had already struggled 
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during the ascent, was tempted to simply roll down the 
mountain in descent. 

The scintillating moon drowned out the glitter of the 
stars, and visibility of the mountainous path was poor. 
Fumbling with every step, Xiao Yu’an picked up the corners 
of his robes that were impeding his movements and laughed 
self-deprecatingly. “I don’t want to walk any further. I just 
want to lie flat where I am and wait for someone to collect 
my body.” 

Yan Heqing pointed at a clean, flat rock next to the path. 
“Sit and take a short rest.” 

Xiao Yu’an sat on the rock and massaged his calves, laugh- 
ing, “You’re actually not at all bothered that I’m walking this 
slowly.” 

If not for a burden like him, Yan Heqing would probably 
have been able to return to the Imperial Palace in two hours. 

Yan Heging looked at him in silence, then brought up 
nonchalantly, “You, too, gave up on riding in the imperial 
carriage for me.” 

Xiao Yu’an did not expect Yan Heqing to have no- 
ticed. Dumbstruck, he struggled to respond. 

They fell silent, their surroundings quiet and peaceful. 
Xiao Yu’an coughed lightly, intending to break the silence 
when Yan Heqing’s eyes narrowed; he charged towards Xiao 
Yuan. “Be careful! Behind you!” 

Xiao Yuan whipped his head around, only to see a green 
snake with a flicking tongue coming straight at him for a 
bite! 
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In a split second, Yan Heqing pinched the green snake’s 
heart right before Xiao Yu’an’s eyes. Petrified, Xiao Yu’an 
leapt to his feet and stumbled backwards, then twisted his 


foot, tumbling off the small path. 


Xiao Yu’an laid on the ground with his limbs splayed out, 
counting the stars in the sky with wide eyes. A remarkably 
dashing visage peered down at him from above, blocking his 
view. 

Xiao Yu’an asked, “Are you here to collect my body?” 

“... No.” 

Xiao Yu’an waved him off, indicating for him to shift his 
head. “Then move aside. ’'m counting the stars and just 
found the Big Dipper’s seventh star.” 

Yan Heging kindly reached out to pull Xiao Yu’an, who 
he assumed had probably damaged his head in his fall, up. 
“Can you stand?” 

Levering himself onto his feet with Yan Heqing’s helping 
hand, Xiao Yu’an frowned at the excruciating pain in his 
ankle. “It hurts a lot. I don’t know if it’s sprained or dislo- 
cated.” 

Yan Heqing had no choice but to ease him into a sitting 
position, then pinched at Xiao Yu’an’s ankle, his probing 
fingers applying pressure around the area. 

At Xiao Yu’an’s painful intake of breath, Yan Heqing 
pulled back. “It might be dislocated.” 

What a disastrous, unlucky day! 

Resigned, Xiao Yu’an dusted the withered branches 
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and fallen leaves from his body. He was unruffled as he 
joked, “How about you just leave me here? We’re outside 
the bounds of the Imperial Palace, but with your skills, it 
shouldn’t be a problem for you to return, right?” 

Yan Heqing stared at his crinkled eyes and, without a 
word, straightened and left quickly without even a backward 
glance. 

Xiao Yu’an was flabbergasted. 

Hey! I was joking! You're really leaving?! 

“Yan—” Xiao Yuan snapped back to reality and called out 
in hopes of stopping him, but realised that Yan Heqing had 
already disappeared into the depths of the night. 

You're too heartless! In the name of socialism, I severely 
condemn your unfriendly behaviour! 

To say that he was not aggrieved at his sudden abandon- 
ment on this deserted path was impossible—Xiao Yu an 
sighed in desolation and lay flat on his back, surrendering to 
despair as he continued counting the stars, “The Alpha Ursae 
Majoris, the Beta Ursae Majoris and the Gamma...” 

Then, a whittling noise made its way to his ears. 

Xiao Yu’an sprang upright in shock. Yan Heqing, who had 
returned at some point, was seated at the side with his sword, 
shaving a branch he had cut down somewhere. 

Wow, using a treasured sword to whittle a piece of wood? 
Can you hear it weep? 

Wait, hold on, that’s not the point! 

Xiao Yu’an mumbled in embarrassment, “Y-you didn’t 


leave.” 
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Yan Heqing simply could not be bothered with a response, 
uncertain as to why Xiao Yu’an would think him to be so 
merciless. Once he had two wooden sticks, he ripped off a 
piece of his robes and firmly secured Xiao Yu’an’s injured leg, 
then stooped down to place Xiao Yuan on his back. 

To b-b-b-be on the male protagonist’s back?! In the novel, this 
is a privilege that solely belongs to Princess Yongning! 

Xiao Yu’an was unsettled by the unexpected drop of this 
scene that belonged to the female protagonist. He crossed 
his arms across his chest, not daring to put them around Yan 
Heqing’s neck. Instead, he pretended to look at the scenery, 
but the awkward position threw his balance off, forcing Xiao 
Yuan to shift slightly. 

Yan Heqing cautioned, “Don’t move. If I fall, we'll both 
fall. Hold onto me tight.” 

You're the male protagonist. I'll listen to you! 

With Yan Heqing’s permission, Xiao Yu’an no longer 
felt weird about the situation. His arms went around Yan 
Heqing s neck, a gentle smile playing at his lips. “Thank you. 
I owe you one.” 

Yan Heqing’s steps were steady as he replied, “You carried 
me on your back previously, too.” 

Xiao Yu’an had carried Yan Heqing on his back all the way 
to the Imperial Physicians Hall that snowy night when he 
had been punished. 

Surprised, Xiao Yu’an said, “So you knew about that.” 

“Yes. But at the time I thought you were...” 


Yan Heqing’s voice faded towards the end, but they 
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understood each other perfectly. 

Xiao Yu’an lamented, “Our friendship can be considered a 
bond forged out of solidarity now.” 

“A bond forged out of solidarity?” 

“That’s right, a friendship borne from solidarity! It goes 
beyond life and death! It disregards physical distance! It’s 
silent and obscure! Like undying sparks, ablaze on this vast 
expanse of this land!” 

Yan Heqing was silent. 

Xiao Yu’an tilted his head, looking at Yan Heqing’s 
wordless expression before bending over, stifling a laugh as he 
remarked, “The night sky is really gorgeous. I suddenly want 
to sing.” 

“Which song?” 

“A song that sings praises of friendship,” Xiao Yu’an cleared 
his throat, belting out without warning, “The big river 
flowing towards the east~ The starry skies revolve around the 
Big Dipper, hey hey hey hey, around the Big Dipper, friends 
gained from living and dying together, a bowl of liquor ah~ 
awoo!””” 

At this high, things turned for the worse as Yan Heqing’s 
knees faltered with Xiao Yu’an’s howl, and Xiao Yu’an’s head 
struck a tree branch. 


Yan Heqing steadied himself, then attempted to change 


15 Lines from the chorus of “Song for the Heroes” by Liu Huan, which 
is one of the main soundtracks for the televised drama adapted from the 
Chinese novel “Water Margin” by Shi Naian, named “The Water Margin”. 
The novel tells the story about 108 heroes who gather on Mount Liang, 


intending to rebel against the government. 
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the topic. “Singing about friendship?” 

Xiao Yuan let out a huff of breath, massaging his head. 
“I’m singing about the solidary friendship of the 108 
Heroes.” Do you want to hear more?” 

“No, we’ve reached the Imperial Palace.” 

Xiao Yu’an raised his head. The vermilion red palace walls, 
the flame torches illuminating the space, its structural gran- 
deur, complete with pure white snow falling in the winter 
and culminating into a fog that obscured one’s vision—a 
sight reminiscent of another lifetime. 

The flourish and prosperity of today—would it last 
forever? 

“Hold on. Stop. Don’t go over.” 

Yan Heqing paused in his footsteps, only to hear Xiao 
Yuan mumble, “Yan Heqing, can you say my name?” 

Yan Heqing enunciated every syllable, sombre as he 
murmured, “Xiao Yu’an.” 


“Yes. That’s me. Let’s go,” Xiao Yu’an smiled. 
8 


At this very moment, everyone within the Imperial Palace 
had run amok. 

His Majesty had not yet returned! 

His Majesty had not returned since he left in the morning! 
It was already the middle of the night! 

And he did not bring his guards! Not at all! Oh my! 

They heard that His Majesty was last seen at the Temple of 
Heaven, but the Temple of Heaven was, at the furthest, only 


three hours away from the palace grounds. 
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But it had been six hours! 

Six! Hours! 

What a disaster! His Majesty was missing! 

A bunch of imperial guards were making a racket as they 
searched for him with torches and lanterns in their hands 
when the two missing persons emerged before the masses 
without any warning. Yang Liu’an’s eyes brimmed with 
relieved, elated tears, then he pressed his slim sword against 
Yan Heqing s throat and hollered, “Unhand His Majesty!” 

“Put your sword away! Put it away!” Xiao Yu’an leapt 
from Yan Heqing’s arms and landed on one foot, reaching 
out to halt Yang Liu’an’s blade. 

At the sight of Xiao Yu’an’s tattered robes, his wrists filled 
with abrasions and hair tangled with a mix of leaves, Yang 
Liu’an was appalled. “Your Majesty, h-how did you end up 
like this?” 

“Huh?” Then, Xiao Yu’an explained, “It’s no big deal. I 
was simply on an evening excursion.” 

An evening excursion? 

The eyes belonging to the crowd of imperial guards went 
back and forth between Yan Heqing and Xiao Yu’an. 

Yang Liu’an persisted, “Even if that’s the case, h-how did 
Your Majesty end up like this?!” 

Unconcerned, Xiao Yu’an waved him off, “We had a little 
too much fun.” 

A little. Too much. Fun? 

Too much. Fun? 


The imperial guards shot Yan Heqing a look in unison, 
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then began coughing one after the other as they looked 
away—at the skies, the ground, the moon and the stars, but 
not them. 

It was said that gossip was the core medium of informa- 
tion transfer in human history; it was an important channel 
for interaction and a strong bridge that facilitated human 
communications; and it gave life and meaning to dull, 
unimaginative souls! 

So that night, the incident of the emperor venturing out 
with the prince of Southern Yan at night swept across every 
corner of the palace, big or small, just like a hurricane. 

Qin Yu, who caught wind of the news in Jingyang Palace, 


viciously shattered the porcelain cup in his hands. 


The next day, someone knocked on Xiao Fengyue’s door. 

Xiao Fengyue was someone who steered clear of the 
struggle for power and status and whose only visitor was 
Yang Liu’an, but when he opened the doors with unbridled 
delight this time, the last person he wanted to see stood on 
the other side instead. 

Qin Yu’s smile sent chills down his spine. “May I come in 
and speak to you?” 

Out of courtesy, Xiao Fengyue kindly invited him in. “My 
humble abode is simple and rundown. Young Master, please 
have a seat.” 

Qin Yu stepped inside but stayed on his feet. He surveyed 
the guqin on the table and plucked casually at the strings. 


“T’ve heard that Young Master Xiao is adept at playing the 
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guqin and have specially come forward to ask for guidance.” 

“I don’t dare teach, but I’m more than happy to exchange 
tips.” Xiao Fengyue tried to ignore the unease he felt, picking 
up acup on the table and pouring Qin Yu a cup of tea. 

The edges of Qin Yu’s mouth curved as he asked, “Then, 
Young Master Xiao, have you ever played the guqin for His 
Majesty?” 

Xiao Fengyue answered, “It’s my incompetence. His 
Majesty felt that the sound of the gugin was an unpleasant 
cacophony to the ears, so I’ve never once performed for His 
Majesty.” 

Qin Yu’s smile widened further, his eyes narrowing with 
a shrewd and sinister gleam. “In that case, in this enormous 
Imperial Palace, only Imperial Guard Yang alone has ever 
heard the sound of your guqin?” 

Xiao Fengyue’s hand shook, the cup dropping and 
shattering completely. His head snapped upwards, his face 
ashen. With wide eyes and trembling lips, he stammered, 
“Y-y-you...” 

Qin Yu picked up a cup himself and filled it with water, 
putting it to his lips and taking a sip. He continued, “Oh, 
while His Majesty has never bestowed his favour upon you, 
for a pleasure slave to have illicit relations with an imperial 
guard...” 

He clicked his tongue in disapproval. “That’s a crime 
punishable by death.” 

Xiao Fengyue composed himself and berated, “Don’t 


make false accusations. The two of us are simply strangers 
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who ve seen each other merely once.” 

“Strangers?” Qin Yu burst out into guffaws suddenly, 
wiping away his tears when his laughter subsided. He asked, 
“A stranger to whom you gifted a personal scent pouch?” 

Xiao Fengyue finally lost all his strength, almost falling to 
his knees. Gripping the table with one hand, his voice was 
hoarse as he asked, “What do you want?” 

“Young Master Xiao is a smart person, so I will not beat 
about the bush.” Qin Yu retrieved a small porcelain bottle 
from his robes and set it gently on the table. 

“What’s this?” 

“A sedative.” 

“Sedative?” 

“That’s right. I want you to knock Yan Heqing out and 
pretend to have committed adultery with him, then have His 
Majesty discover the crime.” Qin Yu’s tone was nonchalant, 
but every word that fell from his sharp, vicious tongue cut at 
him. 

Xiao Fengyue’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Th-th-that’s an 
offence punishable by death!” 

Not only that; this was an offence that would truly invite 
the emperor’s wrath. 

“That’s right. Both are offences punishable by death, but 
Imperial Guard Yang would be able to get away unscathed, 
wouldn’t he?” Qin Yu raised an eyebrow. 

Xiao Fengyue’s gaze dropped, his face having lost all 
colour. “But how would I make His Majesty...” 


“That isn’t something you have to worry about. [’ll figure 
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it out, of course. You just have to tell me if you'll do it,” Qin 
Yu interrupted, brushing at his sleeves with a smile. “I ask 
you to think over this carefully. You must give me an answer 
tonight.” 

Having said his piece, Qin Yu was unwilling to stay for 
even another moment. He was about to leave when Xiao 
Fengyue’s voice resounded behind him. “Aren’t you afraid 
you'll suffer from divine retribution for your heinous acts?” 

Qin Yu did not get angry at this, instead laughing out 
loud. He shifted to his side and answered, “Divine retribu- 
tion? That year, my path as an official was a promising one, 
but because His Majesty took a liking to my appearance, I 
was dragged into the palace against my will to be a pleasure 
slave for his amusement. Was that divine retribution? And 
that year, I almost died at the hands of treacherous scums 
because I was on the receiving end of His Majesty’s exclusive 
favour—was that divine retribution? Young Master Xiao, I’ve 
survived to this point by using any means necessary. The last 
thing I'd believe in is divine retribution.” 

When he was done, he turned back around and left. 

Those of lowly status were forced to enter the palace and 
fill up the inner palace harem at the emperor’s commands. 
The heavens watched on from high above, silent in the face 


of desolation and despair. 


Xiao Yu’an’s ankle was not dislocated but sprained; the 
imperial physician stated that he would recover after a few 


days’ rest. As a result, Xiao Yu’an wasted multiple days away 
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just eating and drinking while lying flat and unmoving like a 
corpse. 

On the third day, Princess Yongning dropped by with a 
sturdy Cui ‘er following close behind. Cuier was shy and coy, 
her head lowered as she walked blindly in small steps, then 
bumped into a guard at the doors of the Emperor’s Hall by 
accident. She squeaked in embarrassment and fled inside, 
while that guard sat on the floor in a daze, feeling as if he had 
broken a couple of ribs. 

“Emperor-gege, why do you keep getting sick or hurt 
recently?” Princess Yongning sat next to the bed, concern 
evident in her eyes. 

Xiao Yu’an comforted her. “I just sprained my foot by 
accident. You don’t have to worry.” 

“Emperor-gege, Yongning made some porridge for you.” 

As she said that, Princess Yongning gestured at Cuier， 
who quickly brought over an exquisite food box. 

Seeing this, Hongxiu wanted to take it from her, but 
Princess Yongning beat her to it. With a smile, she reassured, 
“It’s alright, let me do it. I haven’t added the sugar yet.” 

Hongxiu nodded obediently and retreated to the side. 

A sweet aroma wafted over from the food box, and Xiao 
Yuan inched his way to the side of the bed and leant out. 
“What porridge is that?” 

Princess Yongning beamed. “It’s made with snow pear and 
lily.” 

Xiao Yu’an immediately fell from the bed. 


Cries of alarm echoed within the palace as Princess 
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Yongning helped Xiao Yu’an up in fright. “Emperor-gege, be 
careful.” 

Xiao Yu’an asked, trembling. “S-s-say that again. What 
porridge?” 

Confused, Princess Yongning repeated, “Snow pear and 
lily porridge.” 

“Made with the leftovers of buds that were left out to dry 
in the eighth month of the previous year?” 

“Huh?” Princess Yongning was surprised. “Emperor-gege, 
you know about that? Why do you look so—so terrified?” 

How could I not be terrified?! 

Snow pear and lily porridge?! 

This was the catalyst that made Yan Heqing’s affection for 
Princess Yongning blossom in the novel, developing feelings 
for her in secret! 

Besides, in the original plot, Yan Heqing, who was a 
guard, was filled with nothing but praise after finishing the 
porridge that Princess Yonging had personally made. Princess 
Yongning’s eyes crinkled in a smile, her radiance blinding as 
she said, “If you like it, Pll make it often for you. What do 
you think?” 

Yan Heqing’s heart had warmed, recalling how well 
Princess Yongning had treated him in the past few days and 
just how kind she had been. With that, the beginnings of 
admiration and adoration bloomed inside him. 

The author even emphasised that they only had three por- 
tions of this lily left, which was just enough to cook a single 


bowl of porridge. In the novel, only the male protagonist ever 
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had the privilege to enjoy this snow pear and lily porridge. 

Xiao Yu’an howled in anguish internally—So why did you 
make it? Why did you make it and bring it over to me? What 
a disaster! We're already at the snow pear and lily porridge 
plot point but the main protagonists haven't even met! They! 
Haven't! Even! Met! 

Xiao Yu’an was a little out of breath. 

Princess Yongning opened the food box, her slender and 
delicate hands pinching at the wooden tong inside it, picking 
up a few pieces of rock sugar and dropping them into the 
aromatic and mushy porridge. “Emperor-gege likes it sweet. 
Pil put two more pieces in, then.” 

You don’t have to be concerned with whether or not others 
like it! You should only care about whether Yan Heqing likes it! 

Princess Yongning picked up a wooden spoon and 
scooped a small bowl, bringing it right to Xiao Yu’an’s 
mouth. “Emperor-gege, give it a try!” 

Unable to reject her enthusiasm, Xiao Yu’an took the bowl 
and had a taste. His eyes brightened immediately. 

It’s good! As expected of a porridge that only the male 
protagonist could have! 

Xiao Yuan finished the bowl of porridge with complex 
feelings and praised, “The aroma continues to linger in my 
mouth, the memory of the aftertaste endlessly replaying in 
my head. It’s delicious.” 

Princess Yongning kept the bowl, visibly delighted. “It’s 
great that Emperor-gege likes it! Yongning will make porridge 
often for you. What do you think?” 
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Xiao Yu’an buried his face in his hands and lost it. 

Can the scenes for both the female and male protagonists 
stop being added to me? I cant take tt anymore! 

“There’s still so much leftover. Does Emperor-gege still 
want more?” Princess Yongning asked, looking into the food 
box. 

“Yes!” Xiao Yu’an exclaimed suddenly. “Leave it here. I'll 
drink it later.” 

“Alright.” Princess Yongning smiled cheerily in return. 

She continued to chat with Xiao Yu’an for a while before 
leaving. 

As she departed, Xiao Yu’an immediately moved to keep 
the food box, and ignoring his injured foot, he insisted on 
heading to Jingyang Palace. 

While Yan Heqing was wrapping his mind around Xiao 
Yu’an’s sudden, odd arrival, Xiao Yuan dumped a food box 
on the table, took off the lid and filled a bowl with porridge. 
As if deathly afraid that he would not drink it, Xiao Yu’an 
tried to feed him, urging, “Drink, drink, drink.” 

Yan Heqing remained confused but drank a mouthful of 
the soft porridge Xiao Yu’an offered anyway. 

“How is it?” Xiao Yuan asked hurriedly. 

Yan Heqing frowned. “It’s too sweet.” 

Xiao Yu’an’s hand shook, almost dropping and breaking 
the bowl. 

Too sweet? 

Sweet! 


Arent you supposed to praise this bowl of porridge with every 
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word you have, exalting how perfect and great this ts? 

Who gave you the courage to be dissatisfied with this?! 

Do you not want your future wife anymore? 

Xiao Yu’an asked, “Do you really not feel anything from 
this?” 

“What should I feel?” 

It’s the sensation of your heart fluttering in your chest! 
The feeling of a first love, like a young girl yearning for a 
wonderful relationship! That sensation of your heart throbbing 
in antictpation! 

“Finish all of this.” Xiao Yu’an pushed the food box until 
it was right in front of Yan Heqing, who shot him a look 
before slowly swallowing the porridge by the mouthful. 

Nervously, Xiao Yu’an asked, “How’s that?” 

Yan Heqing poured himself a cup of water, putting it to 
his lips. “It’s a bit too thick.” 

This time, Xiao Yu’an was truly stumped for words. 
He abruptly jumped to his feet. “I'll come and find you 
tomorrow morning. I’m going to take you to meet someone! 
I must!” 

Yan Heqing cleansed his palate with water while listening 
to Xiao Yu’an ramble on and on in gibberish regarding 
something about a plot and a male and female protagonist. 
In the end, Xiao Yu’an reminded him again about tomorrow 
morning, then left with a sigh. 

Bewildered, Yan Heqing did not understand why Xiao 
Yuan still looked so troubled despite him finishing all of the 


porridge as requested. 
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Resting his jaw on his hand and lowering his head, he 
pondered over this, only to sense an abnormality all of a sud- 
den. He got up and moved to open the windows. Outside, 
icy winds blew past, and the frosty snow fell endlessly. Yan 
Heging squinted, but finding nothing unusual, he attributed 


it to him overthinking and reached out to shut the windows. 


At the same time, someone was squatting behind a huge 
tree in the courtyard. 

That person was thin and agile in his movements. Seeing 
Yan Heqing shut the windows, he heaved a sigh of relief 
instantly, wiping away his cold sweat before quietly running 
to another spot in Jingyang Palace, which happened to be 
Qin Yu’s room. 

Qin Yu paced back and forth anxiously within the 
room, worried that things would not go according to plan 
and he would be exposed. 

He was afraid of death, and precisely because of that, Qin 
Yu did not dare resist the emperor’s command and became 
one of the pleasure slaves in this inner palace harem. And 
precisely because he was afraid of death, when the young em- 
peror expressed his affection for him, he had no choice but 
to set aside the disgust he truly felt, feigning the return of his 
affections with charm and softness. Precisely because he was 
afraid of death, he morphed from someone who was outspo- 
ken and upright to someone who grew increasingly paranoid. 
He was forced to do everything he could to scheme, although 


he had not once done anything malicious prior. In the palace 
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where people’s actions could not be predicted, there was no 
place for anyone to be their true selves. 

Knocks suddenly echoed from the door. Qin Yu was star- 
tled and went cold, then moved to open the door in haste. 

The person of small stature entered and shut the door 
swiftly. “Young Master Qin, His Majesty will visit Yan 
Heqing tomorrow morning.” 

Qin Yu nodded at the news. He stood, and from a wooden 
cupboard inside the room, he retrieved a pouch of silvers and 
handed it over to the visitor, who thanked him profusely in 
return. 

Then, he heard Qin Yu instruct, “Go and ask Xiao 


Fengyue if he’s come to a decision.” 


In the depths of the night, lanterns were lit and candle 
wicks snipped, the night rain bleak and miserable. 

Xiao Fengyue sat by the table, unable to sleep despite the 
late hour. The flame stretched his shadow out, and his fingers 
rubbed against the bottle in his hand, anguish evident in his 
eyes. 

Xiao Fengyue developed a profound understanding of the 
world’s cruelty and warmth over the course of his life. When 
he was eight years old, Xiao Fengyue’s parents passed away 
in an accident, and his family’s circumstances deteriorated. 
He was sold into a prince’s manor and became a powerless 
servant. Ever since then, he endured immense hardship, his 
survival depending on others. 


The year he turned sixteen, the manor saw the arrival of 
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an old guqin player. When he played, Xiao Fengyue had the 
fortune of appreciating the performance at the side while 
serving the prince. He lost himself within the intricate 
rhythms, unable to escape. 

It was a pity that the muddle-headed and foolish prince 
was unable to understand the beauty of the melody. He 
labelled the guqin player as old and boring, that there was 
nothing exciting to watch. The guqin player was asked to 
leave the next day. 

The skies opened in a heavy downpour the day the 
old guqin player was to leave. Disregarding the threat of 
punishment, Xiao Fengyue ran out of the manor in the rain 
and stood before the guqin player, earnestly begging, “Can I 
touch your guqin? Just once. Just once will do. Tve washed 
my hands.” 

The guqin player removed the instrument from his back 
and held it out before Xiao Fengyue. Xiao Fengyue cradled 
the guqin as if it were a treasure. Plucking at the strings 
reverently, he actually managed to play a melody! 

It was exactly the melody that the old guqin player had 
performed the day before. 

Dumbstruck, the player immediately taught Xiao Fengyue 
a few segments of various melodies on the spot. Xiao 
Fengyue was able to play them all without a single mistake. 
The player looked to the heavens and laughed heartily, then 
used up all his family fortune to redeem Xiao Fengyue from 
the prince’s manor. 


Since then, the world had one less servant and one more 
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little guqin player who followed his master as they traversed 


the world. 


Five years later, the old guqin player passed away. Xiao 
Fengyue gave him an elaborate burial before travelling the 
world by himself. His days were simple and impoverished, 
but he was willing to persevere through such hardship. As 
he had extraordinary looks and was highly skilled with the 
guain, a legend soon emerged among the common folk. 

When the emperor of Southern Yan heard about it, he 
invited Xiao Fengyue into the Imperial Palace as a guqin 
player, but Southern Yan met its demise only six months later 
at the hands of the Northern Empire’s calvary. 

Unable to escape, Xiao Fengyue was taken prisoner to the 
Northern Empire, then caught the eyes of Hongxiu with 
his looks, and was summoned to Jingyang Palace from the 
Imperial Prison. 

On his last day there, a guard helped him unlock the 
shackles around his feet. At that time, Xiao Fengyue’s ankles 
were abraded due to the metal shackles, making it extremely 
difficult for him to move. 

That guard was visibly apologetic and suggested, “Let me 
carry you on my back.” 

That day, Xiao Fengyue rested on that guard’s steady back 
and heard the guard apologise to him quietly. 

Xiao Fengyue asked why he apologised. 

The guard replied, “You’ve suffered.” 


In this lifetime, Xiao Fengyue had weathered so much 
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suffering, but no one had ever apologised to him. 

The next day, the guard had a bottle of medicine in his 
hands and, with a reddened face, handed it over to him 
carefully. “I asked someone to bring it for me. It has a great 
healing effect, so take it.” 

Much later, the guard asked him, “The Northern Empire’s 
weather is truly frigid. Can you handle it?” 

“I heard that you ve travelled to many places. I’ve never 
stepped out of the Imperial Palace. Is the world outside 
interesting?” 

“I’m not on duty tonight, so how about chatting with me? 
Just for two hours, no, just one hour would be great.” 

“I went to the Imperial Kitchen today and saw some 
osmanthus pastries. I managed to beg for a portion and 
brought it here so you can have a taste.” 

“My name is Yang Liu’an.” 

Xiao Fengyue also asked him so many questions. “The 
world is much more splendid than this palace. If we get the 
chance, are you willing to travel the world with me one day?” 

“I want to play the guqin for you. Can I do that?” 

“How did that sound?” 

That day, as dusk fell, Yang Liu’an looked at him—that 
tiny bit of affection was fleeting and only existed in this place 
and time, just like the fading rays of the setting sun. 

“Sounds good. It’s really good.” 

They gradually fell deeply for each other, firm in their 
devotion and affection, but due to each other’s status, they 


never once crossed the line. But in this cage that was called a 
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palace, even opening one’s heart to the other was an offence 
punishable by death. 

Xiao Fengyue’s grip tightened around the bottle. When 
his eyes shut, all he saw was Yang Liu’an’s smile. After a 
long moment, when he opened his eyes again, only resolute 
desolation remained within. 


But there was no trace of fear. 


The light drizzle continued for the rest of the night. The 
next morning, droplets of water dripped from verdant leaves, 
the air slightly chilly. The sun peeked through the hazy 
morning mist, rays of light scattering across the ground. 

Xiao Yu’an finished his morning meal in high spirits and 
told Hongxiu, “Today, please call me Cupid Xiao.” 

Hongxiu’s face went blank, “Qiu bi te xiao??“ 

Forget about the first three words, how did you change the 
tone of Xtao from the first to the fourth? 

“Oh, Hongxiu. Is the guard’s uniform that I asked you to 
prepare yesterday ready?” Xiao Yuan asked. 

Hongxiu nodded, offering a set of robes with both hands. 
Xiao Yu’an fixed his eyes on them, realising that Hongxiu 
had even prepared black boots, a belt and a personal blade. 

“Why does Your Majesty want these?” Hongxiu asked, 
perplexed. 


16 The Chinese term for Cupid is “ Fr EC} ” (qi bi te) and Hongxiu tries 
her best to mimic the sound of each word but in different intonations 
as she has never heard the phrase before. The words are left in pinyin as 
the three words she chooses, but putting them together does not mean 
anything coherent. 
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Xiao Yu’an grinned, “The “Thirty-Six Strategems’ says, 
to create something out of nothing, observe events from 
a distance and last, make use of others to serve our own 
purposes!” 

A sagacious plan was in place. He would first let Yan 
Heqing pretend to be a guard, then bring him to Princess 
Yongning for a spin, then he could just watch the drama 
unfold on the sidelines! 

After all, don't the male and female protagonist always 
fall for each other at first sight, much like how opposite poles of 
magnets attract, or the way like dissolves like? 

The remarkable thing about Hongxiu, his personal 
servant, was that even if she did not understand a single word 
Xiao Yuan said, she was still able to make a good guess. “Your 
Majesty, are you going to Jingyang Palace again? This time, 
you must bring guards with you.” 

Ever since the last time when Xiao Yu’an went around 
without any guards, disappeared for more than half a day and 
returned with a whole body of injuries, Hongxiu would try 
in multiple ways to convince him to take a few guards with 
him. 

Xiao Yuan thought for a while and said, “Pll bring a few 
guards and servants this time then.” 

He would go to Yongning Palace after that anyway, so 
there was still a need to put the airs of an emperor on. 

Hongxiu heaved a sigh of relief at Xiao Yu’an taking her 
advice and personally selected a few bright girls, then got 


Yang Liu’an to pick out a few guards to follow Xiao Yu’an. 
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The group arrived at Jingyang Palace, looking as if they 
had indeed mobilised for a grand affair. Out of reflex, Xiao 
Yuan was about to knock on Yan Heqing s room door, but 
Hongxiu stopped him. “Your Majesty, why would you need 
to knock on a pleasure slave’s door?” 

Before Xiao Yu’an could speak, Hongxiu had already 
pushed through the door and entered without hesitation. 

Wait—so abruptly? What if Yan Heging hasn't woken up? 
What if he has a habit of sleeping in the nude? What if he’s 
changing? Sis Hongxiu, restrain yourself a little! Does the male 
protagonist not have any dignity?! 

As Hongxiu had already made her entrance, Xiao Yu’an 
had to follow close behind. Unexpectedly, he barely made 
it past the door when Hongxiu suddenly backed up, almost 
bumping into him. 

Huh? 

Is he really changing? 

Xiao Yu’an popped his head out, wanting to have a look. 
His pupils constricted at the sight; turning around, he almost 
bumped into Yang Liu’an, who was right behind him. 

Yang Liu’an was startled and looked inside the room. “Your 
Majesty, what is it?” 

With a single glance, Yang Liu’an felt like something had 
gripped him by the throat. As if he had fallen into an ice cave, 
his face was drained of all colour. 

Yang Liu’an was once stabbed through the abdomen with 
a sharp blade by an assassin. He still remembered the sensa- 


tion back then, that ice-cold, precise edge sinking into flesh, 
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the pain growing in intensity and spreading before exploding 
brutally, surging towards his limbs and bones. 

But the pain he felt then could not even compare to a 
fraction of what he was feeling now. 

“Everyone, get out. Wait outside.” Xiao Yu’an stopped 
Yang Liu’an from following him, only to stare in shock when 
the guard looked up. 

Yang Liu’an’s eyes were flushed red, his lips pale as his 
body shook. He spoke in a hoarse, raspy voice, unable to even 
complete his sentence properly. “Your Majesty, th-this must 
be a misunderstanding.” 

Isn't your reaction a little excessive?! Don't tell me you're 
traumatised by the erotic scene inside?! 

“Liu’an, wait outside and don’t let anyone come in,” Xiao 
Yu’an patted him, but Yang Liu’an grabbed his arm. With 
short, quickening breaths, he said, “Your Majesty, I-I...” 

Y-you—what about you? 

After stammering for a long while, it was as if Yang Liu’an 
had been crushed by an unknown weight, his head dropping 
as he mumbled in a trance, “Yes, Your Majesty.” 

Xiao Yu’an shut the doors to the room and cruelly 
pinched himself, only turning around to take a look when he 
was sure this was reality. 

The room was not large: a table and several chairs, a 
bookshelf and wooden cupboard, and that canopy bed veiled 
in woven gossamer that could be clearly seen at a glance. 

On the bed, covers were messily strewn about, covering 


two faintly visible naked bodies, black locks of hair interlaced 
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as they lay in each other’s arms. They looked drunk on 
a night of debauchery, and one of them was clearly Yan 
Heging. 

Xiao Yuan blinked, and then blinked again, blurting out, 
“What the f-f-fucke” 

What the fuck? 

Yan Heqing! Why ts the person lying next to you! A! Man! 
Even if you haven't met the female protagonist yet, there’s no 
need to change your sexuality so suddenly! 

No, no, no. That isn't the key point right now. 

Xiao Yu’an struggled over which was more appalling, that 
Yan Heqing had turned gay or that Yan Heqing had slept 
with someone else before even meeting the female protago- 
nist. Finally coming to her senses, Hongxiu stepped forward 
in a fit of rage, swinging her arm back and ready to give the 
two people in bed a slap. 

“Hey!” 

Hongxiu’s palm was just about to greet their faces when 
Xiao Yu’an dashed forward to stop her. 

“Your Majesty! Don’t be angry! I'll skin these two lowly 
scum alive and pull out their tendons, rip them up into 
pieces, and throw the pieces to the dogs!” Hongxiu roared in 
anger, gritting her teeth. 

I’m not angry at all! D-d-d-don't go around looking for a 
knife, there are no knives here! And this is the male protago- 
nist! The male protagonist! We can't lay a finger on him! I 
dont know why he suddenly turned gay, but it’s really normal 


for a stallion novel’s male protagonist to sleep with someone! 
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It’s normal! 

Noticing that Hongxiu was about to hit them, Xiao Yu’an 
immediately reassured her, “Hongxiu, calm down a little. 
Calm down.” 

At the ruckus, the occupants of the bed began to awaken. 

Overwrought with worry, Xiao Fengyue had stayed awake 
throughout the night, laying in wait for this moment. Open- 
ing his eyes slowly, he pretended to be horrified, then rolled 
down from the bed, kneeling and kowtowing on the ground. 
“Y-Your Majesty?!” 

Yan Heqing gasped for breath, pressing a hand against 
his forehead and slowly sitting up, seemingly having a severe 
headache. Opening his eyes, he was startled at the scene 
before him. His bleary eyes were filled with bewilderment, 
and he sat there dazed for a moment. Finally, he looked at his 
naked body, and as if finally caught up with the situation, 
he immediately turned to look at Xiao Fengyue, the remorse 
and fury at being framed evident in the depths of his eyes. 

Seeing that Hongxiu had seemingly calmed down, Xiao 
Yuan released her. He considered how to broach the subject 
with his head lowered in thought. Meanwhile, Hongxiu took 
in a couple of deep breaths and suddenly went up, brutally 
swinging her palm against Xiao Fengyue’s face. “Scum! How 
dare you do something so filthy?!” 

At the blow, Xiao Fengyue’s head snapped to the side, a 
hand mark surfacing on his fair cheek. He turned around 
and said in a measured voice, “Your Majesty, Yan Heqing and 


I are in love. We have an affinity for one another and made 
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promises long ago to be together. I hope Your Majesty can 
agree to our relationship.” 

Xiao Yu’an spluttered and choked. “Cough, ahem, uh, 
huh?” 

Wh-wh-what the hell ts this? 

This man, are you challenging the female protagonist's 
position? 

“Shameless!” Hongxiu’s eyes turned red with anger. She 
moved closer to Xiao Fengyue and pulled at his hair, then 
delivered a few more slaps. After that, she spun around, 
intending to beat Yan Heqing up. 

Sis! How could you hit people again?! This man can't be 
touched! 

“Hongxiu!” Xiao Yu’an pulled her to a stop, then to the 
dishevelled Xiao Fengyue, whose hair was unkempt, he 
instructed, “Put on your clothes properly and head back 
first.” 

“H-head back?” Xiao Fengyue raised his head, his eyes full 
of disbelief. His face was swollen red, and it was an extremely 
pitiful sight to see. 

“That’s right. What’s your name?” 

Seeing no trace of anger on Xiao Yu’an’s face and that 
he was instead asking for his name, Xiao Fengyue quivered 
all over, momentarily struck dumb. After a long while, he 
struggled to answer clearly, “X-Xiao Fengyue.” 

Xiao Yu’an sucked in a breath through his teeth. Why does 
this name sound so familiar? 


If he recalled correctly, when he asked Hongxiu if there 
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were any guqin players in Jingyang Palace, Hongxiu had 
responded with this very name. 

“Go back first,” Xiao Yu’an reassured him kindly. 

Trembling, Xiao Fengyue put on his clothes. Bending 
over as he retreated from the room, he lifted his eyes only to 
encounter the person he least wanted to see at the moment. 
Xiao Fengyue’s vision dimmed, and he bit down on his 
bottom lip hard, almost breaking skin before he composed 
himself. 

Yang Liu’an watched him leave, his eyes instantly going 
wide. He dashed forward, but as if Xiao Fengyue did not 
see him, the man bypassed him and left in a hurry without 
looking up. 

At Xiao Fengyue’s departure, Xiao Yu’an remarked, 
“Hongxiu, step outside as well. I need to speak to Yan 
Heging alone.” 

“Your Majesty... yes.” Hongxiu wanted to say something 
but ended up taking her leave from the room with her head 
bowed. 

Peace and quiet finally returned. Xiao Yu’an met Yan 
Heqing s eyes, then approached with a smile, taking a few 
steps to sit on one side of the bed. “Aren’t you going to say 
anything?” 

Yan Heqing exhaled slowly. “I’ve been framed.” 

“Say something I don’t already know.” 

Yan Heqing froze. With his eyes trained on Xiao Yu’an, he 
asked, “You believe me?” 


“Of course,” Xiao Yu’an snorted in laughter. “I told you 
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yesterday that I was going to come over this morning. If you 
still did something like this, who’s playing who for a fool? 
That being said, why don’t you put your clothes on first?” 

His physique was too eye-catching; it was too much of an 
attack on Xiao Yu’an’s senses. 

Ogling Yan Heqing as he silently put his clothes on, Xiao 
Yu’an could not help but sigh internally, Who knew that 
there'd be such a muscular physique under that deceptively slim 
look? Despite his tall and lithe apperance, Yan Heging actually 
has a well-sculpted figure! 

After changing, Yan Heqing explained with a frown, “Last 
night, he brought some plain porridge over and convinced 
me to have it...” 

“Wait, he persuaded you so you just drank it?” Xiao Yu’an 
interrupted him. 

If it had been a girl persuading Yan Heqing to have the 
porridge, Xiao Yu’an could still understand, but how did Yan 
Hedging fail to see through it when the other was a man? 

“Because he said you were the one who sent the porridge 
over.” Yan Heqing shot Xiao Yu’an a look. 

“Falsely passing on an imperial decree, I see.” Xiao Yu’an 
nodded. “So the porridge was drugged.” 

“That’s right.” 

“Did you know him from before?” 

“No.” 

Xiao Yu’an caressed his chin. “I gather that someone 
probably has something on him, and he was instructed to do 


you harm. Otherwise, he bears no grudge against you, why 
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would he willingly hurtle towards death with you this way?” 

The aftereffects of the sedative made Yan Heqing’s head 
throb relentlessly. His brows knitted tightly, and with a hand 
pressed to his head, he inhaled and exhaled slowly. “What do 
you plan to do next?” 

Xiao Yuan immediately got up to pour Yan Heqing a cup 
of water. “Ah... I haven’t thought about it yet. How about 
we send him out of the palace first, lest any other incidents 


occur?” 


The unexpected turn of events changed their plans of 
going to Yongning Palace. 

After telling Hongxiu that he would personally handle 
this, Xiao Yu’an meant to look for Xiao Fengyue on his own. 
However, Yang Liu’an fell to his knees before him, persistent- 
ly begging him to let him come along. 

Xiao Yu’an was no fool. How could he pretend not to see 
such an obvious sign? He recalled the previous two times 
he met Yang Liu’an and heard the sound of the guqin, and 
when he reflected on Yang Liu’an’s loss of composure earlier, 
realisation dawned upon him. 

It was you! That man who came with his own background 
music! Don't tell me that’s the reason for it! 

Once certain aspects became clear, multiple other things 
fell into place. 

Xiao Yu’an suddenly recalled one paragraph in the novel 
after Yang Liu’an died protecting the emperor. On the day 


the news of Yang Liu’an’s death made its way back to the 
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Imperial Palace, a grief-stricken melody from the guqin 
echoed through the night, the sound anguished and evoking 
melancholy and tears from anyone who heard it. And on the 
next day, a guqin player committed suicide within the palace. 

At the time, Xiao Yu’an thought this paragraph was meant 
to hyperbolise the sorrow of Yang Liu’an’s death, but now he 
realised that it was not the case! 

Perhaps there were plenty of other omens and metaphors 
buried in the novel, but Xiao Yu’an was solely focused on the 
affairs of the male protagonist. He had not delved into the 
intricacies, not knowing that he would miss out on so much. 

Xiao Yu’an probed, “Are you and Xiao Fengyue...” 

Yang Liu’an suddenly prostrated himself, each kowtow 
harder than the next. It took only a few of those for his fore- 
head to bleed. “I owe Your Majesty a great debt of gratitude, 
but I’ve instead betrayed Your Majesty. I truly deserve to die, 
to die by a thousand cuts, but I beg Your Majesty to let me 
see him one last time. After that, I’m willing to end myself. If 
that’s not enough for Your Majesty, I implore you to punish 
me by torture.” 

Where does this great debt come from? Based on the plot, it’s 
clearly the emperor who owed Yang Liuan his life. And what’s 
with that one last meeting and ending himself? This little 
guara’s words are truly unpleasant to the ears. 

With mixed emotions, Xiao Yu’an pulled him up. “Get 
up. Let’s go and see Xiao Fengyue.” 

Yang Liu’an’s eyes gleamed, intending to kowtow again. 


Xiao Yu’an rushed to stop him. “You’re still doing that? Stop 
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it. If you continue, you’re not allowed to go anymore.” 

Arriving at Xiao Fengyue’s room, Xiao Yu’an raised his 
hand and knocked on the door, but received no response. 

Hmm? Did he flee in guilt? 

Xiao Yu’an wanted to wait for a moment longer, but 
noticing Yang Liu’an’s anxiety, he resignedly pushed past the 
doors and entered. 

However, the sight from within the room terrified Xiao 
Yuan so much that his heart nearly jumped out of his chest. 

Three feet of white silk, and a completely white robe— 
Xiao Fengyue hung from the beams of the ceiling, a chair 


pitifully toppled to the side. 
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ang Liu’an shot forward, carrying Xiao 
Vion down and calling out for him 
frantically. His bloodshot eyes appeared to be 
on the verge of bleeding at any time. 

But Xiao Fengyue was no longer breathing, 
his pulse undetectable. 

Xiao Yu’an swiftly grabbed Xiao Fengyue 
from a devastated Yang Liu’an, lay Xiao Fengyue 
flat on the floor and began to perform CPR on 
him without another word. 

After three sets of chest compressions and 
mouth-to-mouth ventilation, a groan rumbled 
from Xiao Fengyue’s throat. Coughs suddenly 
burst forth, and Xiao Fengyue’s eyes fluttered 
open slowly. 

Xiao Yu’an fell to the floor butt-first, taking a 
long moment to recover from the shock. 


Fucking hell! 
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Thankfully, I learnt first aid that year because a domineer- 
ing CEO must always be prepared to deal with the possibility 
of his true love drowning. 

And thankfully, I took my damn lessons seriously that year, 
unlike the domineering CEO next door who called it quits 
within a day. Ultimately, in the face of an accident, he nearly 
broke his true love's ribs while performing chest compressions. 

Momentarily unable to speak due to the damage to his 
throat, Xiao Fengyue began to sob the moment he saw Yang 
Liu’an, tears trickling down his face. 

Yang Liu’an cradled Xiao Fengyue’s hands tightly. In a 
choked, quivering voice, he asked, “Wh-why did you do 
that...” 

Xiao Yu’an could not bear to watch this any longer. 
He gave Yang Liu’an a shove, pushing him right into Xiao 
Fengyue’s arms. 

Why even ask? Just hold him close! 

The pair of ill-fated lovers shared a tearful embrace while a 
fretful Xiao Yu’an wiped away the cold sweat produced from 
his earlier fright, using the table for support as he got back on 
his feet. 

Yang Liu’an released Xiao Fengyue and attempted to kneel 
before Xiao Yu’an again, only to be met with Xiao Yu’an’s 
shout, “Don’t kneel! Carry him over to the bed first, and get 
him a cup of warm water.” 

Staring blankly at Xiao Yu’an, Yang Liu’an thought he 
might have misheard things. Xiao Yu’an flicked his forehead 


with a finger and grinned. “What’s got you all spaced out?” 


-193- 


-的 


Hew fe Survive 


as a Villain 


Yang Liu’an could not be bothered with anything else, 
lifting Xiao Fengyue into his arms and gently placing him on 
the bed, then adjusting the covers about him and fetching 
him some warm water. 

Feeling Xiao Fengyue’s pulse, Xiao Yu’an heaved a long 
sigh of relief after he was certain that the man’s condition 
was nothing severe. 

How fortunate and blessed Xiao Fengyue was. 

Watching Yang Liu’an feed Xiao Fengyue water, Xiao 
Yuan remarked, “I know you re unable to speak right now. I 
just have a few questions, and you only need to nod or shake 
your head to respond. The first one: did someone in Jingyang 
Palace discover your relationship with Yang Liu’an?” 

Xiao Fengyue nodded, pain welling up in his eyes. 

“And did this person threaten you with Yang Liu’an, then 
ask you to harm Yan Heqing?” 

Xiao Fengyue nodded once again, and Yang Liu’an sucked 
in a deep breath with a heavy heart. 

“Did you hear that?” Xiao Yu’an nudged Yang Liu’an with 
his elbow. 

“Your Majesty...” 

“He had no choice but to resort to this last-ditch effort 
just to protect you. He didn’t fall in love with someone else,” 
Xiao Yu’an explained on Xiao Fengyue’s behalf. 

Yang Liu’an fell to his knees with a loud thud. “Your 
Majesty, this was entirely my fault. If Your Majesty wants to 
punish us, then please let me take on all responsibility!” 


Why are you kneeling again? Do you have an addiction?! 
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Hearing this, Xiao Fengyue shook his head frantically, 
struggling to climb down the bed and intending to kneel 
with Yang Liu’an. 

“Enough, enough!” Xiao Yu’an pressed Xiao Fengyue 
back into bed. “You'll both be punished! None of you will 
escape.” 

Expecting this result from the start, Yang Liu’an stopped 
defending himself, crouching low and prostrating himself. 

“You, and you.” Xiao Yu’an sternly pointed at the both of 
them. “You’re both fired! Fired!” 

Yang Liu’an lifted his head, wide-eyed and dumbstruck. 
“Huh...2” 

Xiao Yu’an snorted, “What’s with the ‘huh’? I’m kicking 
you both out of the Imperial Palace.” 

Momentarily rendered speechless, Yang Liu’an could not 
discern if this was punishment or reward. 

“Liu’an, head to the Imperial Physicians Hall later and 
grab some medicine for Xiao Fengyue’s injuries. Take some 
extra, and then pack up your valuables, but it’s fine if you 
don’t have any. After that, find a horse carriage, and tonight, 
bring Xiao Fengyue with you, then wait for me at the eastern 
gate of the palace,” Xiao Yu’an instructed. 

Realisation suddenly struck Yang Liu’an, a rush of joy 
washing over him. “Y-Your Majesty? I-I... but I...” 

Xiao Yu’an smiled. “Alright, alright. Go and get ready. 
There isn’t much time left.” 

Exiting Xiao Fengyue’s room, Xiao Yu’an returned to Yan 


Heging in a flurry and explained the whole story to him. 
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Yan Heqing went quiet, then asked, “What do you intend 
to do with them?” 

Grinning from ear to ear, Xiao Yu’an picked up a grape 
from the fruit platter and stuffed it into his mouth. “There’s 
an old saying where I come from—one would rather de- 
molish ten temples than ruin a wedding. So today, I am still 


Cupid Xiao.” 


Silence enveloped the night, and amid the sea of gleaming 
palace lights, a horse carriage slowly made its way out of the 
Imperial Palace. The guards at the gates stopped it immedi- 
ately. Surprisingly, when they pulled the curtains open, the 
emperor was sitting inside. They could even see a man seated 
next to the emperor through the veiled curtains, who had a 
guqin in his hands. 

Xiao Yu’an reassured, “Don’t worry, we’re just heading 
out for a stroll and will be back shortly.” 

The guards no longer dared to stand in the way. The horse 
carriage moved past the towering and solid vermilion walls, 
its wheels in motion and leaving marks on the snowy ground, 
clopping away. 

Upon reaching a secluded spot, the carriage came to a 
stop. The driver took off his veil and leapt down to open 
the doors. Xiao Yu’an stepped out and pointed at one of the 
boxes inside. “All the coins that you need for your journey 
are here. Take Xiao Fengyue and head west until you get to 
the intersection between all four kingdoms, a place called 


Taoyuan Village. Settle there, and trade in tea and salt to 
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quickly build up your wealth.” 

Yang Liu’an’s face was filled with tears as he knelt and 
bowed. “I’m unable to return Your Majesty’s great kindness 
in this lifetime. In the next, I’m willing to repay you with my 
life.” 

Xiao Yu’an murmured with a smile, “There’s no need. 
You’ve already repaid me with your own life in a past lifetime. 
And, Liu’an, I have to trouble you for another thing. Next 
year, on the second lunar day of the second month, could 
you please return for a short while and wait for a message at 
the relay station outside the Imperial Palace? If you haven’t 
received any news by the fifteenth, then just leave. No matter 
what happens to the Northern Empire, you mustn’t involve 
yourself. Live the rest of your days well and don’t ever 
concern yourself with the Northern Empire again.” 

Yang Liu’an nodded gravely. “Your Majesty, please rest 
assured. I’ve committed this to memory.” 

“Go on, then.” 

Together with Xiao Fengyue, Yang Liu’an bowed deeply 
and saluted, cupping his fists to bid Xiao Yu’an farewell. 
Thereafter, they vanished into the dark on the horse carriage. 

Xiao Yu’an returned to the palace with a lantern in his 
hands. When he passed by the palace gates, the guards there 
paled in shock. “Your Majesty? Why did you return on your 
own? Where’s your horse carriage?” 

Xiao Yu’an smiled in response. “I exchanged it.” 

“Exchanged it?” 


“That’s right. I exchanged it for two genuine hearts.” 
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With that said, Xiao Yu’an ignored the guards’ shock and 
left, humming a little tune under his breath. 

Returning in the midst of a snowy night, white frost 
covered the grounds and the cool beams of abundant moon- 
light cascaded downwards. Every corner of the inner palace 
was flushed white. Xiao Yu’an took a few steps, only to see 
someone standing at attention ahead of him. 

Snow had piled up on his shoulders; this person had 
probably waited for a long time. 

Surprised, Xiao Yu’an approached. “Were you waiting for 
me?” 

Yan Heqing’s obsidian eyes stared at him, nodding slowly. 

Walking alongside each other, Xiao Yu’an asked curiously, 
“There are guards all around. How were you not caught?” 

“T avoided all of them.” 

All of a sudden, Xiao Yu’an made a sound of surprise 
and turned to Yan Heqing.. “Oh, no. I forgot to ask Xiao 
Fengyue who the mastermind behind the ploy is.” 

“It doesn’t matter.” 

“It does matter!” Xiao Yu’an was troubled. “If this fell 
through, who knows what other tricks that person has up 
their sleeves? I’ve asked Hongxiu to investigate and we'll 
know who the mastermind is in three days, but even if 
we find the person, what if others still want to harm you 
afterwards? What would we do then...” 

Xiao Yu’an mumbled to himself for a while, his head 
lowered in contemplation. Then, he snapped his fingers and 


told Yan Heqing, “I’ve got an idea! A solution that will solve 
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this once and for all!” 


After listening to Xiao Yu’an’s plan, Yan Heqing mumbled 
doubtfully, “Won’t such a significant move trigger unrest and 
turmoil?” 

“It definitely will.” Xiao Yu’an sounded relaxed as he 
grinned, stooping over to play with the snow on the corridor 
rails. “Families of imperial consorts and concubines have 
meddled in court affairs for centuries. I’ve neither concubines 
nor consorts, so those who covet power can only use the 
pleasure slaves to get to me. Are there no trusted confidants 
of several high-ranking officials and princes among the 
pleasure slaves? Some people are bound to panic if I dismiss 
all of the pleasure slaves.” 

“So you want to reclaim your authority and take them 
down a notch?” Yan Heqing asked, looking at Xiao Yu’an, 
who had rolled two snowballs the size of his palm and 
stacked one sphere over the other. 

“Not really. After all, pleasure slaves aren’t concubines or 
consorts and don’t have ranks. The single motive of those 
individuals in question is to gain the emperor’s favour. ’'m 
worried about you.” 

“Me?” 

“That’s right.” Xiao Yu’an searched the ground, and 
upon finding two narrow branches, he stuffed them into the 
snowball to create a mini snowman. Looking up, he shot Yan 


Heqing a smile. “Now you’ve monopolised my favour and 
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affection among thousands of beauties in the inner palace.””” 

Yan Heging did not know how to respond. 

“Forgetting those in Jingyang Palace who are driven by 
jealousy and wish you dead, you’re the prince of Southern 
Yan, while ’'m the Northern Empire’s emperor. If word got 
out that I’m favouring you exclusively, do you know what 
this will be labelled as? Itd be an indication of tumultuous 
times ahead, that you’re leading me astray. How abhorrent 
that is! I don’t want you to carry the burden of this 
judgement. I might as well dismiss all the pleasure slaves and 
announce that I no longer adore men.” 

Xiao Yu’an drew the little snowman’s mouth and eyes 
with a finger, then dusted off the remaining snow on his 
hands. 

Yan Heqing kept mum, his incomparably handsome 
face painted in the gentle glow of the moon, his expression 
indiscernible. 

“Let’s go. It’s freezing.” The cold finally caught up with 
Xiao Yu’an, who had been having fun to his heart’s content 
only just earlier. Wrapping his outer robe tighter around 
himself, Xiao Yuan bumped Yan Heqing’s shoulder with his. 


Yan Heqing returned to his senses, nodding slightly. 


The next day, a shockwave rippled through Jingyang 
Palace. 


The reason being, the emperor’s declaration to officials 


17 Cited from one of poet Bai Juyis renowned masterpieces titled “Song of 
Endless Regret”. 
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that he would observe a mourning period of three years 
for the late emperor and abstain from sexual desires during 
imperial court this morning. 

Everyone was dumbstruck. 

The late emperor passed away almost a year ago, what do 
you mean by observing a mourning period? When the late em- 
peror had just died, you were repeatedly advised to go through 
a mourning period but you refused—what do you fucking 
mean by this now?! 

For a moment, the entire court was engaged in fierce 


discussions, no holds barred. 


Impervious to the situation at hand, Xiao Yu’an asked 
Hongxiu to gather all the pleasure slaves at the administra- 
tor’s quarters of Jingyang Palace. As a seasoned CEO, Xiao 
Yuan was well-acquainted with the ways in which to comfort 
employees who had gotten the axe. 

Severance pay and finding alternative employment make 
this retrenchment exercise an enjoyable experience for everyone! 

In other words, all was well and good as long as the 
monetary compensation was sufficiently generous, and he 
found everyone backup employment options. Faced with a 
group of pleasure slaves on their knees, Hongxiu slowly and 
methodically explained Xiao Yu’an’s plans. 

“In acknowledgement of the moments shared in intimacy, 
His Majesty is rewarding every one of you with a hundred 
taels of gold. Go ahead and claim your reward, then pack up 


your things and leave.” 
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A hundred taels of gold! This was no meagre amount; 
unless born to a family of a high-ranking official or successful 
businessman, they were unlikely to see so much gold in their 
entire lifetime. 

However, no one dared move, deathly afraid that this was 
another trick to measure their loyalty to the emperor, that 
they would lose their heads the second they got to their feet. 

Xiao Yu’an smiled helplessly. He could not help but won- 
der just how deeply ingrained this young emperor’s debauch- 
ery was in everyone’s minds. “And another condition—those 
who were once officials may have their ranks reinstated.” 

At this, an abrupt hush fell over the administrator’s 
quarters. 

Someone’s hands, currently resting against the ground in 
his bowed position, clenched into fists. Gravel scraped his 
fingernails and broke through the skin of his fingertips; with 
blood hidden in his palms, the man stood up. 

Xiao Yu’an’s gaze fell on Qin Yu—still clad in those red 
robes of his, his appearance continued to exude that charm 
and allure, but Qin Yu’s eyes were a far cry from how they 
looked when he had fawned over Xiao Yu’an at their first 
encounter. 

With his head lowered, Qin Yu stepped out of the admin- 
istrator’s quarters in slow, measured steps, one foot in front 
of the other, without even sparing a glance for Xiao Yu’an. 

Xiao Yu’an thought he should say something to Qin Yu, 
but he was at a loss on how to even broach the subject. 


It was just like in the novel—when the young emperor saw 
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Qin Yu for the first time, he opened his mouth dumbly to 
speak, but as the innocent and evergreen young brat he was, 
the words were stuck in his throat for the longest time, his 
entire face flushed red. 

And just like in the novel—when the Northern Empire 
fell and the young emperor poisoned all of his pleasure slaves 
to death, he slapped the wine cup away from Qin Yu just as 
he was about to down the poisonous liquor. Once again, he 
opened his mouth to say something to Qin Yu but continued 
to be silent. 

Also just like in the novel—when the young emperor was 
about to flee to the north, many cautioned him of Qin Yu’s 
betrayal, but he snorted coldly in return and ignored their 
warnings. 

Even more like the novel—when the young emperor was 
captured alive at the doors to the Emperor’s Hall thanks 
to Qin Yu’s betrayal, he struggled with all his might and 
hollered, “Tell Qin Yu! I... 1...” 

The rest of the sentence was left unsaid even until the 


point of his death. 


At the sight of Qin Yu’s safe departure, others got to their 
feet one by one and left quickly, leaving only five of them 
behind. They remained in their kneeling positions, and 
among them, four were racked with trembles, while the fifth, 
a young man, knelt with his back upright, his gaze lowered 
and both hands clenched into fists. His posture made him 


stick out like a sore thumb, and Xiao Yuan involuntarily 
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shot him a few glances. 

“All of you were sent by Prince Wuning, is that correct?” 
Xiao Yu’an asked. 

They exchanged looks and nodded. 

“Then you should return. Prince Wuning won’t dare 
punish you,” Xiao Yu’an persuaded kindly. 

When they continued to dawdle in hesitation, Hongxiu 
snapped in annoyance, “Hurry and get out! Do you want to 
lose your heads?” 

Only then did these four men scramble to their feet and 
dash out of the administrator’s quarters, leaving behind that 
young man to kneel there in silence. Hongxiu was just about 
to deliver an ultimatum when Xiao Yuan stopped her. 

The young man opened his mouth slowly. “Your Majesty, 
I don’t want a hundred taels of gold.” 

Xiao Yu’an found his interest piqued. “Then what do you 
want?” 

At that, the young man lifted his head, his eyes ablaze. “I 
want to become a soldier.” 

Become a soldier? Did I hear that right?! 

Young man, you're not just a breath of fresh atr, you’re 
actually a magnificent waterfall! 

“Whats your name?” 

“Xie Chungui.” 

Xiao Yu’an inhaled sharply, barely taking a full breath 
before he choked. Thumping a hand hard against his chest, 
Xiao Yu’an finally stuttered, “X-Xie what?” 

“Xie Chungui.” 
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Xie? Chun? Gui?! 

Why would a perfectly fine, hot-blooded young man with 
unwavering loyalty and integrity be asked to put up a seductive 
and delicate front just to serve the emperor in bed?! 

Xie Chungui was a legendary character in the novel. 

In the novel, after old General Sun was angered into 
resigning and returning to his hometown, the Northern 
Empire still had two notable generals. 

However, the moment their formidable enemies drew near 
the borders, one of the two generals betrayed the Northern 
Empire and defected to Yan Heqing’s side, while the other 
packed up his bags and fled. 

Under this concatenation of unfortunate events, the 
mission to lead the Northern Empire’s military and defend 
them from enemy forces fell on Xie Chungui’s shoulders. 
However, Xie Chungui failed to earn the recognition of 
many soldiers due to his young age, and these soldiers of 
the fine and mighty Northern Empire military either fled or 
betrayed the kingdom. 

Surprisingly, Xie Chungui single-handedly led the remain- 
ing defeated soldiers and fended off Yan Heqing right at the 
borders of the Northern Empire for a whole two weeks. 

He was one of Yan Heqing’s most formidable foes. 

To the Northern Empire, Xie Chungui was lightning! 
He was light! He was a legendary myth” to the bunch of 
moronic villains who would dance themselves into an early 


18 An adaption from the song “Super Star” by the girl group S.H.E, used to 
highlight Xie Chungui’s distinctive position in contrast to all the villains. 
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grave. 

At this point, Xiao Yu’an could not help but scream 
internally, Why are you in Jingyang Palace?! Why aren't you 
in the military camps?! What a disaster! Can the Northern 
Empire still fight a war? Will we be directly wiped out by Yan 
Heqing?! 


After a check-in with Hongxiu, Xiao Yu’an realised that 
he was to blame for Xie Chungui’s placement in Jingyang 
Palace. Across generations, members of the Xie family joined 
the military to do their part for the Northern Empire, each 
generation as loyal and honourable as the last. Xie Chungui’s 
father and brothers breathed their last on the battlefields, and 
when it came Xie Chungui’s turn to walk the same path, the 
young emperor had just inherited the throne. 

The Xie family intended for Xie Chungui to first enter the 
palace and meet the emperor before joining the military. 

However, the young emperor was foolish and mistook Xie 
Chungui for a servant sent over by the Xie family. Conse- 
quently, Xie Chungui was arranged to be in Jingyang Palace. 

In the novel, when General Sun returned to his home- 
town, he was concerned for the empire and its people and 
wanted to promote a few of the juniors. Then Xie Chungui 
from the Xie family came to his mind. 

General Sun rushed over to the Xie Manor and asked 
about him, and alas! At Jingyang Palace he was! The general 
spat out a mouthful of blood and almost choked himself into 


a heart attack. He then submitted an official document for 
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him into the military camp, which set up his story for the 
subsequent plot developments. 

But now, General Sun had not returned to his hometown 
and was still leading the military himself. He probably had 
not thought so far just yet, which was why Xie Chungui had 
been left forgotten in Jingyang Palace. 

It was now Xiao Yu’an’s turn to spit out a mouthful of 


blood and choke himself into a heart attack. 


Xie Chungui watched as Xiao Yu’an’s expression 
darkened, jumping to the conclusion that Xiao Yu’an was 
opposed to his request. Driven by youthful impulsiveness, he 
spoke without any thought, “If Your Majesty doesn’t allow 
it, I don’t want the hundred taels of gold either. When war 
breaks out, and there’s no choice but to recruit soldiers, I'll 
join the military!” 

How could I not allow it? Even if you were reluctant, I'd 
drag you to the military camp by your ears! 

Despite harbouring such thoughts, Xiao Yu’an maintained 
a composed smile and asked, “But what if there’s enduring 
peace without any wars?” 

After a brief contemplation, Xie Chungui answered, “We'll 
march south and seize the rest of Southern Yan, then head 
to Eastern Wu. Today’s Northern Empire is endowed with 
a formidable military force and innumerous soldiers. We'll 
definitely be able to expand our territory and stand proudly 


above all!” 
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Xiao Yu’an was rendered speechless. After a long pause, he 
said, “In the coming days, 工 take you to meet General Sun. 
Get ready for it.” 

Xie Chungui’s eyes gleamed with excitement as he knelt 


and prostrated himself. “Thank you, Your Majesty.” 


After leaving the administrator’s quarters, Xiao Yu’an 
rushed straight to Yan Heqing’s residence. 

As Xiao Yu’an had brought up the observance of a mourn- 
ing period, Jingyang Palace was likely going to be turned into 
a Buddhist or Taoist temple. 

Yan Heqing was in the midst of packing his things up 一 
he barely had any personal belongings. It was just a few sets 
of thin robes, a long sword and a jade hairpin. His packing 
appeared more as a means to pass the time than a necessity. 

When Xiao Yu’an arrived, Yan Heqing was polishing 
his blade at the table. With light, fleeting steps, Xiao Yu’an 
invited himself inside. “Ah, the youth. How hot-blooded 
they are, and how disparate reality actually is from their 
expectations. The innumerous soldiers are all vermin—warm 
blood splatters, and their flesh and bones fill the stomachs of 
corrupt officials.” 

Yan Heqing had long gotten used to Xiao Yu’an’s quiet 
ramblings, and Xiao Yu’an also knew that he could speak 
without any inhibitions in front of Yan Heging. 

Seated at the table, Xiao Yu’an seemed a little bereft. He 
pillowed his head on his arms, laying there as he lifted his eyes 


to look at Yan Heqing. “Once everyone is gone, you may be 
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assigned to the Imperial Household Department again.” 

Yan Heqing nodded, sliding his sword back into its sheath. 

Xiao Yu’an asked with a smile, “The Imperial Household 
Department’s Eunuch Zhao has it out for you. Aren’t you 
afraid?” 

Yan Heging replied indifferently, “Is it of any use to be 
afraid?” 

“I’m serious. What if one of these days I’m not watching 
you, and you lose your limbs while I’m not paying any 
attention? What then?” Xiao Yu’an raised his head, trying to 
scare him. 

“Why are you so concerned about me?” Yan Heqing 
suddenly asked in return. 

Because I want to get on your good side! All to prevent my 
future death by evisceration! 

Xiao Yu’an offered no response. With his head in his 
hands, he wondered if Yan Heqing and Princess Yongning 
might have already exchanged feelings for one another if not 
for him. It was his fault that up until today, Yan Heqing had 
still not laid eyes on his to-be first wife. This was something 
that he had to take responsibility for. 

Moreover, Yan Heqing was no longer just a few lines of 
written text to him; in Xiao Yu’an’s heart, this was a man 
who was made of flesh and blood, a man who experienced joy 
and sorrow. Just three letters formed the word for “man”— 
it was simply written but weighed heavily in Xiao Yu’an’s 
heart, filling up a spot of his own there. 


Xiao Yu’an looked up with a grin and suggested, “Yan 
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Heqing, why don’t you come and be my personal guard? I'll 
protect you and definitely not let anyone hurt you.” 

Staring at Xiao Yu’an’s smooth, alabaster skin and that 
stunningly gorgeous face, Yan Heqing was unable to see him 
clearly no matter how much he stared, save for that pair of 
jadeite eyes—limpid and filled with a smile, gentle and soft. 

Yan Heqing’s thoughts brought him back to the time of 
Southern Yan’s fall. At the precipice of war, his mother had 
tightly clutched his arm, her nails sinking into his flesh. In 
a voice full of despair, she had spoken, every word imbued 
with hatred and vengeance, “From now on, you'll have to 
walk every single path alone. No one will be able to protect 
you, but you must survive. You must!” 

Leaving behind these words, Yan Heqing’s mother, the 
empress, leapt into the palace’s cavernous well without any 
hesitation. Staying alive was an exhausting endeavour filled 
with hardship. His mother was unable to persist and yet told 
him to survive at the same time—how strange. 

But it was also due to her words that even when prisoners 
were bogged down by heavy shackles as they walked from 
Southern Yan to the Northern Empire; even when those 
soldiers tossed filth at him, made impertinent remarks and 
mocked him; even when the Northern Empire’s prison was 
a living hell; even when he was kicked at and made to kneel, 
his head forced into foul water, and steel whips mercilessly 
sank into his exposed, naked body, he never once thought of 
ending his life. 


To survive. As simple as these words were, it was as 
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difficult to live by. 


“Yan Heqing. Yan Heqing!” 

Yan Heqing snapped out of his trance and saw Xiao Yu an 
calling his name repeatedly, holding onto his wrists. 

“What are you doing? Doesn’t it hurt?” Panicked and 
filled with a sense of helplessness, Xiao Yu’an unwound Yan 
Heqing’s fingers that had clenched into a fist, one by one. 

It was only then that Yan Heqing realised he had broken 
the skin of his palm from clenching his fists too tightly. 

Xiao Yuan found a clean piece of cloth and wrapped Yan 
Heqing’s wound to staunch the bleeding. He sensed that his 
words had likely reminded Yan Heqing of his mother; he was 
used to taking care of others in his past life, and those words 
had sprung forth without much thought, unexpectedly 
triggering Yan Heqing’s memories. 

Looking at the blood-stained cloth around his hand, Yan 
Heging closed his fist and opened it up again. “I...” 

Xiao Yu’an interrupted, his tone brooking no arguments, 
“What? Pack your things and move to the side quarters of my 
palace hall.” 

The side quarters were to the west wing of Xiao Yu’an’s 
palace hall, where his personal guards resided. 

Yan Heqing’s fist closed over the cloth again as he glanced 
at Xiao Yu’an, his clear gaze meeting the other’s warm eyes, 
and the ends of his mouth curved slightly without him 


realising it. In a lighter voice, he agreed, “Alright.” 
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On this cold, wintry day, snow fell relentlessly from the 
skies. 

Ensconced in his manor on a rare break, General Sun 
was coughing up a storm and lamenting about how he was 
getting old. 

Lady Sun patted him on the back, scolding, “You’re still 
heading to the camp everyday to train soldiers with your aged 
arms and legs. Can’t you just get some proper rest for a few 
days?!” 

General Sun, a seasoned commander renowned and feared 
for his years of conquests, harboured one peculiar fear—his 
wife. 

“Quiet. What if someone overhears?” General Sun 
blushed and whined, his voice resembling the faint buzz of a 
mosquito. 

Lady Sun slapped him on the back. “You’re telling me to 
be quiet? Have you taken your medicine?!” 

“T have, I have,” General Sun mumbled. 

“Hmph.” Lady Sun put her hands on her waist. Her head 
was covered in silver locks, but she still looked every bit like a 
coquettish young lady. 

Then, a manservant approached and informed, “My Lord, 
General Li requests an audience.” 

General Sun quickly cleared his throat and regained his 
dignity. “Ask him to wait for me in the reception hall. Pll be 
right there.” 

The manservant responded with an affirmative as he beat 


a hasty retreat. Lady Sun helped General Sun put on and tidy 
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his robes, and together, they left for the reception hall. 

A distinguished and tall young man who commanded 
power and respect awaited in the hall. At the sight of General 
Sun, the young man first knelt and kowtowed, then got to 
his feet to support General Sun. 

“Wuding, why’ve you suddenly come looking for me? Did 
something happen in the military camps?” General Sun was 
visibly anxious. 

Li Wuding shook his head. “I heard that General Sun was 
feeling unwell and found some health tonics...” 

“If you’ve got the free time to do this, you might as well 
focus on training the soldiers well!” General Sun rebuked. 

Li Wuding knelt, holding out his cupped fists respectfully. 
“General Sun is right.” 

“Oh, you. He’s well-intentioned,” Lady Sun admonished, 
then offered Li Wuding a smile. “Wuding, this was consider- 
ate of you.” 

General Sun appeared to be angry, but he was pulling at 
Lady Sun’s sleeves where no one could see. 

Getting the message, Lady Sun urged, “Get up, Wuding. 
Don’t kneel anymore.” 

Suddenly, a manservant hurried over to report, “His 
Majesty’s here!” 

The trio was startled, and Li Wuding decided to avoid 
meeting with the emperor. “General Sun, I'll take my leave 
first.” 

General Sun waved him off. Li Wuding exited the 


reception hall, initially intending to leave by the side door, 
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but much to his surprise, he bumped straight into His 
Majesty. Li Wuding had no choice but to kneel in respect. “Li 
Wuding greets Your Majesty.” 

Xiao Yu’an was in the midst of a conversation with Xie 
Chungui and had just asked him to wait outside when he 
was interrupted by someone’s greeting. It took him a while 
to react, but once he had chewed on the name twice, he 
exclaimed internally. 

Li Wuding?! 

I-ts this not the second male lead? 

In the novel, after General Sun returned to his hometown 
in ire, there were two candidates for the position of Defender 
General. One was General Sun’s trusted aide Li Wuding, 
who was courageous, strategic, and had his eyes set on the 
bigger scope of things—this was a principled man. 

The other was General Lu She, a “loser” who only scored 
a position in the military due to his relationship with Prince 
Wuning. He had zero accomplishments under his belt and a 
penchant for throwing his weight around. 

Despite the clear suitability of General Sun’s trusted aide, 
Li Wuding, for the position, the young emperor, known for 
making reckless decisions, handed the position over to that 
loser. 

Since then, the Northern Empire military became increas- 
ingly undisciplined; the soldiers had no motivation, and 
there were even ill-reputed rumours of soldiers tyrannising 
the commoners. 


When Yan Heging attacked, Li Wuding was sent by this 
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loser to defend the frontlines, but the point was that the 
loser did not even provide them with rations and supplies! 
In the frigid days of snow, depriving frontline soldiers of 
sustenance would lead to their certain demise! 

Li Wuding defected and left some parting words. 

An empire where corrupt, scheming scums possess power isn't 
a kingdom worth sacrificing ourselves for. 

Then, he led his own faction to seek refuge with Yan 
Heging. 

Yes, he betrayed his kingdom! 

Afterwards, when Yan Heqing unified the world under his 
rule, Li Wuding was heavily credited for his success. 

However, this was a stallion novel! And he was the second 


male lead in such a story! 


In summary, the latter half of the novel could probably be 
summed up like this: Yan Heqing flirted with and seduced 
other women all the while Li Wuding delved into the intrica- 
cies of military tactics; Yan Heqing explored new positions in 
bed, and Li Wuding remained immersed in military tactics; 
Yan Heqing kept an eye out for new beauties, while Li Wud- 
ing continued to focus on military tactics; Yan Heqing added 
another woman to his inner palace harem, and Li Wuding, 
well, he remained steadfast in his research on military tactics. 

Then, Yan Heqing proposed, “Let’s go conquer Eastern 
Wu.” 

Li Wuding replied, “Let’s go.” 


After the complete conquest of Eastern Wu, Yan Heqing 
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persisted in his flirtations and seductions across the region, 
just as Li Wuding carried on with his military tactics research 
in Eastern Wu. Countless beauties gathered around Yan 
Heging, whereas for Li Wuding, all that gathered were... piles 
of books on the art of war. 

They built the empire together, so why the disparity in 
treatment? 

He's! Too! Pitiful! 

As the emperor of the Northern Empire, Xiao Yu’an defi- 
nitely held some resentment for Li Wuding, but as a reader, 
why did he just... 


Want to laugh so much?! 


“Get up.” Xiao Yuan coughed, trying to hide his smile. 
“Why are you in General Sun’s manor?” 

“Your Majesty,” Li Wuding stood and replied, “I’m here 
to visit General Sun.” 

Nodding, Xiao Yu’an straightened and made his way to 
the manor’s reception hall. Lady Sun had long since left, and 
General Sun knelt and prostrated himself before him. 

Immediately pulling General Sun up by the arms, Xiao 
Yu’an helped him over to the seats, then announced the 
reason for his visit. 

“The Xie family’s youngest son, Xie Chungui?” General 
Sun was surprised. 

“That’s right. It’s him.” 

General Sun did not dare to slight Xie Chungui, who had 


been personally selected by the emperor. Just as he was about 
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to get to his feet and meet him, the manservant outside burst 
into the room frantically. “My Lord, bad news! General Li 
and His Majesty’s guard have gotten into a big, big, big...” 

Xiao Yuan instinctively continued, “B-big river flowing 
towards the east...2”"” 


The manservant finally caught his breath. “A big fight!” 


19 Xiao Yuan is continuing the sentence with a phrase he’s familiar with 
and that starts with the word that the manservant is stuttering on. This 
line comes from a previous song lyric Xiao Yuan sang. See Chapter 6, 
Page 163, Footnote 15. 
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eneral Sun was caught off-guard, and with 
G a troubled expression, he scrambled out of 
the reception hall. 

They got into a fight?! His Majesty's right 
here! Do these little bastards want to dte?! 

Xiao Yuan followed in close pursuit. 

They got into a fight?! How fun! Hurry, let’s 
have a look! 

Arriving at the courtyard, they found Xie 
Chungui fully trapped and immobilised in Li 
Wuding’s hold. Resigned, Li Wuding asked, 
“Are we done? The winner has been decided.” 

With gritted teeth, Xie Chungui exerted all 
his strength to wrestle free, then turned around 
and charged with his swinging fists. Li Wuding 
dodged the attack easily and caught an incom- 
ing fist—with a twist, he had Xie Chungui 


pressed into the ground. 
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General Sun’s face blanched. “Li Wuding! What are you 
doing? How inappropriate, how inappropriate!” 

Taken aback, Li Wuding visibly paled. He released Xie 
Chungui immediately and fell to his knees. “Your Majesty, 
General Sun, I...” 

Before he could finish, Xie Chungui knelt with him. “Your 
Majesty, General Sun. It was I who forced General Li into a 
match.” 

This was true; Li Wuding had originally intended to 
return to his manor, only to be waylaid by a young man. 

“General Li?” The young man looked at him, surprise and 
awe evident in his eyes. 

“You're...” Li Wuding was struck with confusion. 

When the young man named his family clan, realisation 
dawned upon Li Wuding. “I know you, Xie Chungui.” 

“Y-you know me?” Xie Chungui was ecstatic. 

“I visited your home and participated in the celebration 
for your tenth birthday,” Li Wuding chuckled. For someone 
whose appearance commanded respect, he did not seem at all 
an austere man when he smiled. 

Xie Chungui mustered up the courage to grab Li Wud- 
ing’s arm and exclaimed in exhilaration, “G-General Li, I’ve 
admired you for the longest time! I want to be your deputy 
general!” 

Astonished, it took Li Wuding a moment before he 
broke out into embarrassed laughter with a hand behind his 
head, looking a tad bit silly. “Good, good. But all my deputy 


generals are capable of defeating me, so you'll have to work 
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Li Wuding patted Xie Chungui’s shoulders in encour- 
agement, of the impression that this young man had only 
spoken out of spontaneity, and moved to leave again. 
Unexpectedly, Xie Chungui had no intentions of letting him 
go and began exchanging blows with him without another 
word! 

Hearing this, Xiao Yu’an’s eyes were wide as he asked Xie 
Chungui, “You admire him?” 

Xie Chungui nodded resolutely; Xiao Yu’an nearly bit off 
his tongue in shock. 

How could Xie Chungui admire Li Wuding?! 

In the novel, their only interaction was in that two weeks 
when Xie Chungui made a last-ditch defence at the Nothern 
Empire’s borders, and Li Wuding, who had betrayed his 
kingdom, sent someone to convince Xie Chungui to follow 
in his footsteps. 

Xie Chungui looked up and laughed, then spat out 
disdainfully, “Go back and tell Li Wuding that scum, as long 
as I’m alive, I won’t allow the cavalry of our enemies to take 
even a step into Northern Empire’s lands. What a treacher- 
ous fellow! How dare he try to undermine the morale of our 
military! Absolutely revolting—get lost!” 

Revisiting this scene now, if Xie Chungui had looked up 
to Li Wuding since he was young, then this ts truly—a little 
heart-wrenching, huh? 

Xiao Yu’an did not seem upset, so General Sun simply 


berated Li Wuding before instructing the servants to see him 
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out. Li Wuding saluted, cupping his fists in farewell, then 
straightened and took a few steps before suddenly turning 
back. He added, “Your Majesty, General Sun, the Xie family’s 
youngest son has extraordinary combat skills and is a talent 
who has great potential. Coincidentally, I’m in need of one 
deputy general. I ask Your Majesty to allow him to take on 
the role!” 

Um? 

What's happening? 

Lf they follow the plot, they ll turn their backs on each other 
in the future. If I pair them up, how bizarre itd be! 

How strange! 

How paradoxically absurd! 

How... 

Intriguing! 

Xiao Yuan nodded. “Approved!” 


Xiao Yu’an re-entered the Imperial Palace, but instead of 
heading back to the Emperor’s Hall, he set off for its side 
quarters. 

Most of the guards here were on shift rotation and barely 
stayed overnight in the palace. Personal guards, however, 
were different—they had to be at his side and protect him at 
all times. 

The side quarters were not as ostentatious and garish as 
those in Jingyang Palace. They were simply furnished and 
clean, but allowed for a comfortable stay. 


Xiao Yu’an knocked on the door, but it was met with no 
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response for a long time. Making a sound of confusion, Xiao 
Yuan turned to return to his bedchamber, then stopped in 
his tracks just a few metres away from his destination. 

Several guards stood at the doors to his bedchamber. 
Xiao Yu’an’s eyes immediately landed on one of them. As if 
sensing his gaze, Yan Heqing’s head angled towards him. 

Black robes paired with a red collar and a wide belt embel- 
lished with crimson, fiery clouds accentuated Yan Heqing’s 
figure. His feet were encased in black boots, his black locks 
done up. He had a remarkable presence, and there was just 
an air of boundless elegance about him. 

Xiao Yu’an began to worry for the young ladies in the 
palace. They had not even reached the latter half of the story, 
but Yan Heqing’s good looks already made him want to cry 
foul! 

Xiao Yu’an offered Yan Heqing a wide, warm smile, but 
the man suddenly looked away. 

Hmm? Did I offend him by any chance? 

A perplexed Xiao Yu’an walked over. Upon seeing His 
Majesty return, the guards knelt and prostrated themselves 
in unison. Xiao Yuan acknowledged their hard work with a 
smile, then shot Yan Heqing a few more glances. It was then 
that he noticed a slight fold in Yan Heqing’s right sleeve, 
forming an unsightly crease. 

Moving past the kneeling guards, Xiao Yu’an approached 
Yan Heqing. Unnoticed by others, Xiao Yu’an quietly helped 
smooth out the crease in Yan Heqing’s sleeve, then swiftly 


pulled back and strode into his bedchamber. 
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Had Xiao Yu’an turned back at that moment, he would 


have caught a smile tugging on Yan Heqing’s lips. 


Ever since she had been relieved of her duties as adminis- 
trator of Jingyang Palace, Hongxiu had been more diligent 
in attending to Xiao Yu’an’s every need. In recent days, 
however, she seemed distracted and made frequent mistakes. 

When Xiao Yu’an touched the chilly water in the basin 
this morning, he asked, “Hongxiu, what’s with you recently? 
Are you unwell?” 

Hongxiu’s face was ashen as she knelt and prostrated her- 
self on the floor, “I’ve been careless. I ask for Your Majesty’s 
punishment.” 

Xiao Yu’an pulled her up immediately. “Get up. If you’re 
unwell, then hurry and get yourself looked at in the Imperial 
Physicians Hall.” 

Hongxiu shook her head. “Your Majesty, Hongxiu is fine.” 

“Then why’ve you been preoccupied lately?” 

Biting on her bottom lip, Hongxiu hesitated for a long 
moment, then looked up suddenly. “Your Majesty, Hongxiu 
has a favour to ask.” 

Gently, Xiao Yu’an encouraged, “You may speak your 
mind.” 

“Your Majesty, I received news from outside the palace a 
few days ago, saying that my younger sister has taken ill. I-I’d 
like to le-leave the palace and visit her.” 

With her head bowed, Hongxiu’s hands interlaced in a 


strangling grip as she awaited his answer in trepidation. 
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There was an unwritten rule within the Imperial Palace: 
Court ladies who had entered the palace were forbidden 
from physically leaving the palace while in service. Serving 
the emperor and princess, their close proximity raised con- 
cerns. Leaving the palace posed risks—the potential leakage 
of palace secrets, susceptibility to bribery from those with 
malicious intent and inclined towards misdeeds, and the 
temptation to flee due to the loneliness within the palace. 

Hongxiu did not hold out much hope initially. Without 
any warning, Xiao Yu’an slapped the table, making her jolt in 
fright. “Your Majesty, please don’t be angry. I...” 

“Why didn’t you tell me earlier? You should hurry back 
and have a look. And oh, hold on, let me give you a written 
order so you can bring an imperial physician from the Im- 
perial Physicians Hall to have him look at your sister,” Xiao 
Yuan said, searching for a brush and ink. 

In a daze, Hongxiu listened to Xiao Yu’an say his piece, 
her eyes reddening as she choked out, “Thank you, Your 
Majesty.” 

As the eldest daughter whose goal was to fill her siblings’ 
stomachs, Hongxiu entered the palace without any hesitation 
when she turned eighteen, sacrificing five of her prime years. 
She was acutely aware that her entire lifetime would be spent 
in the depths of this cold and cruel palace. 

But today, Hongxiu had no regrets. 

Hongxiu left the palace that afternoon with His Majesty’s 
written order; later that night, as expected, Xiao Yu’an— 


Could not sleep again. 
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Usually, Hongxiu would stand next to his bed and wait 
for him to fall asleep before leaving. Now that there were 
no breathing sounds, Xiao Yu’an remained wide awake. 
After attempts at counting sheep, memorising mathematical 
formulas and reciting English speech drafts did nothing to 
improve the situation, Xiao Yu’an turned over and sat up, no 
longer lying flat listlessly. 

He deliberated briefly, then flipped himself out the 
window. 

A young man, recently appointed as a palace guard, stood 
watch by the window. Witnessing His Majesty not sleeping 
but unexpectedly jumping out of the windows in the middle 
of the night, he was terror-stricken. 

Xiao Yuan only had his white inner robes on, his long hair 
hanging loosely. Revealing rows of white teeth with a grin, 
Xiao Yu’an called out, “This~ Little~ Friend~” 

Said little guard’s eyes rolled upwards and he promptly 
passed out, dreaming of his own presence in the underworld, 
his dead grandfather there calling him by his childhood 
nickname. 

Xiao Yu’an pinched the guard back to his senses. Panicked, 
the guard spluttered, “Your Majesty, wh-why did you...” 

“I couldn’t sleep, so I decided to enjoy some poetry and 
admire the flowers under the moonlight.” Xiao Yu’an waved 
his hand casually, as if trying to convey that this was no big 
deal and there was no need to panic. “My friend, can you 


compose poems? Come. Try composing something facing 
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the eternal, luminous moon.” 

So frightened the guard was that he just gave up on 
thinking. With his eyebrows furrowed, he huffed and puffed 
for a long while before making an attempt. “The moon is oh 
so round, just like a large jade plate.” 

Xiao Yu’an applauded him. “Exquisite! Neat rhyme, 
simple and clear, striking the heart front and centre. Hit me 
with two more lines.” 

The guard was walking on air at the praise. “Upon closer 
look, it bears greater resemblance to a scallion pancake.” 

Xiao Yuan asked, “Are you hungry or something?” 

The guard nodded, rubbing at his stomach. Then, 
realising what he was doing, he fell to his knees in horror 
and pressed his head to the ground. “Your Majesty, I was just 
talking nonsense and lazing around. Please punish me!” 

Xiao Yu’an did not know whether to laugh or cry. “Get up 
and go eat something.” 

“Your Majesty, where are you going?” The guard lifted his 
head and watched Xiao Yu’an amble his way out. 


“To find someone to talk about life with.” 


Xiao Yu’an moved towards the main door but could not 
see any signs of Yan Heqing from a distance, so he quietly 
walked towards the side quarters. There were barely any 
guards on patrol there. Xiao Yu’an swaggered to the doors 
of Yan Heqing’s room and was just about to knock when he 
paused. 


It was rather late; Yan Heqing was most certainly asleep. 
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Xiao Yu’an pulled his hand back, aggrieved and ready to 
leave. Dressed in only a thin layer of inner robes, Xiao Yu’an 
instantly shivered and sneezed when a cold gust of wind 
rushed by. 

It’s freezing, I have to hurry back! 

Rubbing his arms, Xiao Yu’an suddenly heard the creaking 
of the door behind him. Turning around, he grinned at the 
person opening the door. “Why aren’t you asleep yet?” 

“It was my turn to patrol the first half of the night. I just 
came back.” Yan Heqing removed his outer robe and en- 
gulfed Xiao Yuan tightly with it. “What is it? Did something 
happen?” 

“Nothing much.” Xiao Yu’an followed Yan Heqing into 
the room. It was dimly lit inside—other than the luminous 
moonlight, only a candle with a flickering flame rested on the 
table. “I couldn’t sleep.” 

“You couldn’t sleep?” Yan Heqing shut the door. 

“Yes, I have a disease.” 

Yan Heqing did not know how to react. 

“I really do,” Xiao Yu’an repeated with a laugh. “If there 
are no sounds of breathing next to me, I can’t sleep. I need 
someone at my side.” 

Yan Heqing stood there silently, his eyes veiled in the 
darkness. “Then how did you fall asleep before?” 

For some reason, Xiao Yu’an thought he could hear the 
hostility in Yan Heqing’s voice. “Hongxiu would wait next 
to the bed and leave after I fell asleep, but she left the palace 


today, thus my current predicament.” 
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Yan Heqing collected himself. “When will she return?” 

“Tomorrow.” 

“Rest here tonight, then.” 

“Hmm? Can I?” Xiao Yu’an maintained a semblance of 
reserve in his words, but he had already removed his outer 
robe and lay on the bed. 

After all, insomnia was a torment. 

Yan Heqing picked up the candle with one hand and 
wordlessly began rearranging the table and wooden stools. 

“What are you doing?” Xiao Yu’an asked, perplexed, 
wrapping himself in the covers. 

“Tl sleep here.” Yan Heqing tightened his clothes, moving 
to lie on the table. 

Xiao Yu’an flipped the covers open. “Come back here. 
Sleep on the bed and I'll sleep over there.” 

“It’s alright.” 

“It’s not alright, Yan Heqing. You’re the only one in this 
entire world who knows that I’m not the emperor. Only you 
treat me as a normal person. Why are you still so formal? 
Either I sleep on the table, or we sleep on the same bed 
together. You pick.” 

Yan Heqing lifted his head and met Xiao Yu’an’s gaze with 
his own. After a long moment, Yan Heqing got up slowly 
and walked over to the bed. Lowering his head to look at 
Xiao Yuan, he asked, “Are you sure?” 

“Come up here.” Xiao Yu’an huddled inwards on the bed, 
making space for Yan Heqing. 


Yan Heging removed his outer robes and lay down. A 
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servant’s bed was hardly spacious, and with two full grown 
men squeezed onto it, they could only lie on their sides. 

Xiao Yu’an pressed close to the wall, listening to the 
breathing sounds beside him. As he serenely closed his eyes, 
he suddenly heard Yan Heqing’s voice. “Why do you have 
such a disease?” 

“You really want to know?” 

“You know me like the back of your palm. But I know 
nothing about you.” 

Xiao Yu’an did not expect Yan Heqing to be bothered by 
this, but switching perspectives, the thought did make him 
uncomfortable. 

After carefully choosing his words, he explained, “Well, 
I’m an illegitimate son. After my mother was abandoned by 
my father, she took my younger brother and me, and we lived 
a life of extreme hardship. When I was young, I was in bad 
health and always fell sick. I would wake from nightmares 
frequently, crying so hard I couldn’t breathe properly. So my 
mother always accompanied me until I fell sleep. She told me 
not to be afraid, to listen to her breathing and I would know 
that she was right by my side. And then...” 

Xiao Yu’an paused, taking a moment before continuing, 
“When I was six, I awoke in the middle of the night. I listened 
for her breathing out of habit, then realised I couldn’t hear 
anything at all. That night, she had overdosed on sleeping 
pills and killed herself.” 

“Do you know what the most laughable thing is?” Xiao 


Yuan turned over and met Yan Heqing’s eyes. 
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In the dark, his eyes were clear and bright; not quite 
furious, not quite resentful, but more like he had a chest full 
of wilful self-deprecation rooted in his heart. “The day after 
my mother died, that so-called father of mine came looking 
for her. His wife had discovered his extramarital affairs 
and kicked him so hard in the crotch that she turned him 
impotent. Unable to produce any offspring, he then recalled 
my mother, my brother and I.” 

“But my brother was born with crippled legs, so my 
father didn’t want him. We were forcibly separated. Later, 
I took revenge against my father for my mother, and when 
I went back to find my brother, I realised he was mentally 
unwell. He thought I’d left him voluntarily, so he was manic 
and depressive, wishing me death with every breath.” Xiao 
Yu’an’s eyes darkened before he finished in a murmur, “I 
spent the rest of my days taking care of him, but it was a pity 
that he still bore immeasurable hatred for me until the last 
moment.” 

Yan Heging fell into prolonged silence, then reached out 
and held Xiao Yu’an, patting him on the back. The sudden 
comfort startled Xiao Yu’an, and he fidgeted in embarrass- 
ment. “It’s alright, this happened a long time ago. And I 
didn’t let my scum of a father live in peace after that.” 

“Sleep,” Yan Heqing soothed. 

“Good dreams.” 

As if he had let out an air of unspoken grievances, Xiao 


Yuan fell deep into slumber right after closing his eyes. 
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The next morning, bathed in soft sunlight with a chill 
in the air, Yan Heqing opened his eyes to find Xiao Yu’an 
already awake. He lay with his torso propped on his hands, 
his black locks cascading down to his waist, and warmth 
emanated from his eyes and smile. 

Yan Heqing was about to speak when Xiao Yu’an covered 
his mouth. With a finger pressed to Yan Heqing’s lips and 
another to his own, Xiao Yu’an whispered, “Shhh, listen.” 

Yan Heqing held his breath and did just that, catching the 
clear, crisp and melodious birdsong—like a resonant singing 
voice piercing through the clouds. Yan Heqing noticed Xiao 
Yuan smiling at him, his ink-coloured eyes captivating as 
he added, “The swallows are dancing, and the canaries are 


singing. Spring has arrived.” 


Spring was here, the world awakened anew, and it was once 
again the season for animals to have interco—to interact! 

Early spring in the Northern Empire was marked by 
delicate frost covering every surface, devoid of warmth and 
carrying a bone-chilling dampness with it. 

With the melting of ice and snow, the Northern Empire 
welcomed two major events. 

The first was the young emperor’s imminent birthday, 
a huge affair that the whole empire would celebrate. While 
Xiao Yu’an intended to keep celebrations simple due to his 
mourning period, the necessary performances and banquets 
were well under intense preparation. 


As for the other event, it was one that had left the clairvoy- 
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ant Xiao Yuan uneasy since the end of winter—the Western 
Shu empire sending a diplomatic mission to establish friendly 
ties with them! 

In the novel, the young emperor had disdainfully 
rejected fostering diplomatic ties with foreign states and 
refused Western Shu’s diplomatic mission at the door—yet 
another example of the young emperor courting trouble. 
This angered Western Shu, leading to the formation of an 
alliance between Yan Heqing and Western Shu to attack the 
Northern Empire. 

This plotline flashed by quickly, primarily serving to set 
the stage for the collaboration between Western Shu and Yan 
Heging. 

Naturally, Xiao Yu’an was not going to repeat the mistake 
the young emperor made. As spring arrived, the diplomatic 
mission from Western Shu was welcomed into the imperial 
city with respect. 

The Northern Empire proceeded with its most distin- 
guished diplomatic formalities in the imperial court, followed 
by a feast held in the main banquet hall in a warm welcome 
to the diplomatic mission. All these gestures conveyed the 
highest level of respect, and the importance with which Xiao 
Yuan regarded this event was obvious. 

Xiao Yu’an, clad in elaborate ceremonial attire, arrived 
early at the main banquet hall in a show of respect. He nearly 
tripped over his wide sleeves when he sat, and Yan Heging, 
who stood right next to him, reacted swiftly to steady him. 


“These robes are too cumbersome. If it weren’t for 
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for days,” Xiao Yu’an whined in a mumble. 

Yan Heqing nodded in silence. 

Xiao Yu’an took his seat properly, his heart filled with 
anxiety but also anticipation, for the novel’s Western Shu was 
a unique existence, characterized by elements of a matriarchal 
society! 

Western Shu had seen no lack of female generals and 
emperors across generations. This distinctive setting had 
naturally been created for the male protagonist, Yan Heqing, 
to enjoy. 

A third of Yan Heqing’s harem comprised women from 
Western Shu. From princesses to grand chancellors and 
scholars, he won all of them over without breaking a sweat. 

Xiao Yu’an surmised that one of Yan Heqing’s future 
wives would be the ambassador that Western Shu sent over. 
He just did not know which one. 

But no matter which wife came along, they would not be 
able to catch Yan Heqing’s eye. After all, the official female 
protagonist’s halo that belonged to Princess Yongning was 
still of significance here. 

Xiao Yu’an turned and gave Yan Heqing a suggestive smile. 

Tf you dare be disloyal to the princess, you'll definitely be cut 
to pieces by the readers! 

Yan Heqing found his smile strange and wondered if Xiao 


Yuan s collar was too tight, depriving his brain of oxygen. 
Someone reported that the diplomatic mission had 
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arrived. Enlivened, Xiao Yu’an straightened in his seat. 

The mission, carrying boxes sealed with gifts, entered the 
hall. As expected, the mission consisted predominantly of 
women, each of them graceful, lithe and exuding an alluring 
charm. 

At the forefront was a woman dressed in red, wearing a 
cinched and cuffed brocade robe. It was simple; adorned only 
with a pattern of white clouds and flames embroidered on 
her sleeves, elaborate accessories were absent. She was proud, 
independent and elegant, her high ponytail adding a touch 
of carefreeness. Her almond-shaped eyes and subtly raised 
eyebrows conveyed an indescribable heroic spirit. 

Standing at the centre of the hall, she cupped her fists and 
bowed respectfully to Xiao Yu’an. Proper and distinguished, 
she greeted, “Western Shu’s Xiao Pingyang pays her respects 
to the Northern Empire’s emperor on behalf of Western 
Shu. May both kingdoms be on friendly terms for future 
generations and beyond.” 

Xiao Yuan stood up abruptly with widened eyes, startling 
everyone present. 

“Your Majesty?” Hongxiu, who was attending to him at 
the side, called out to him softly. 

“Cough...” Pushing away the tumultuous emotions within, 
Xiao Yu’an returned to his seat and remarked, “It’s nothing 
much, I was just overjoyed.” 

Overjoyed my ASS! 

What the FUCK?! 


Before this point in time, Xiao Yu’an had considered 
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infinite possibilities when it came to Western Shu’s ambassa- 
dor. 

But! He! Really! Did! Not! Fucking! Think! The one! 
Who came! Would be! 

Xiao Pingyang! Abbhhbb! 

He screamed internally. 

Xiao Pingyang, the novel’s second female lead, was a 
distinct character. While readers revered Princess Yongning 
as the female protagonist—the first woman Yan Heqing had 
feelings for— Xiao Pingyang did not follow as his second love 
interest. The reason she firmly secured the spot of the second 
female lead in this chaotic novel, teeming with various 
women, was straightforward—she was Yan Heqing’s final 
woman, ultimately becoming empress after he unified the 
world under his rule. 

The formidable thing about Xiao Pingyang was not her 
ability to stop a stallion novel’s male protagonist from ex- 
panding his harem. After all, even without that, the number 
of women he had previously seduced was enough to lead him 
to exhaustion through excessive sex. 

What was truly remarkable was that there was not a single 
bed scene between her and Yan Heqing in the novel! 

None! 

Not a single sentence, word, or punctuation mark! There 
were none! 

In this novel that went off the rails in its latter half, and 
where nearly every woman had rolled in the sheets with Yan 


Heging for three whole chapters each, only Xiao Pingyang 
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This was also the readers’ greatest source of confusion. 

In Yan Heqing’s harem, Princess Yongning was the only 
one who experienced the same treatment aside from Xiao 
Pingyang, but Princess Yongning met her fate at the hands 
of the author before developing a romantic connection with 
Yan Heqing. So why did Xiao Pingyang, as the empress, have 
no bed scenes at all? 

Moreover, Xiao Pingyang’s proportion of scenes within 
the novel was anything but ordinary. She was not only 
the princess of Western Shu but also held the position of 
Defender General, commanding respect as a young and 
formidable female military leader! 

In the original storyline, Western Shu sent Xiao Pingyang 
to aid Yan Heqing in his attack on the Northern Empire. 

That was Xiao Pingyang and Yan Heqing’s first meeting. 
Unlike other female characters who swiftly succumbed 
to Yan Heqing’s allure, the noble and well-reputed Xiao 
Pingyang did not surrender to him in the very next chapter 
after their first encounter. 

After helping Yan Heqing conquer the Northern Empire, 
Xiao Pingyang returned to her kingdom. Just when readers 
assumed this dashing woman had no role in Yan Heqing’s 
harem, the author lifted an omniscient palm and slapped 
every reader in the face. 

Following Yan Heqing’s consecutive reclamation of 
Southern Yan and conquest of the Northern Empire and 


Eastern Wu, many expected him to continue his attack on 
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Western Shu. However, Yan Heqing stopped. 

Just when everyone anticipated they would end up with 
one big kingdom and a smaller one, Xiao Pingyang ascended 
the throne as Western Shu’s emperor, after which Yan 
Heging sent his military over! 

Everyone expected a fierce battle for survival to ensue, 
but surprisingly, Yan Heqing proposed marriage to Xiao 
Pingyang right on the battlefield! 

All readers were left dumbfounded! What the hell was this 
series of events?! 

What was even more shocking had been saved for the end. 
Xiao Pingyang was well aware that she could not defeat Yan 
Heqing and did not wish for the commoners of Western Shu 
to suffer through the ravages of war. In the end, she agreed to 
marry into Southern Yan and was conferred with the title of 
empress. Western Shu automatically belonged to Yan Heqing 
after. 

Yan Heging unified all the kingdoms under his rule just 
like that! Just because he got a wife! 

Just a wife! 

Others may rely on the resources of their family to attain 
success, but Yan Heqing achieved success through his wife! 
This really made everyone speechless! 

As a reader, Xiao Pingyang was Xiao Yu’an’s favourite 
female character in Yan Heqing’s entire harem. Putting aside 
the fact that Xiao Yu’an and Xiao Pingyang shared the same 


surname, Xiao Pingyang’s temperament was truly studly 


beyond belief. 
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The author never once described her smile throughout the 
novel. She was always cold, frigid and icy, earning her the title 
of “Iron-Faced Lady”, while Xiao Yu’an dubbed her “Popsicle 
Xiao.” 

Plenty of readers inferred that Xiao Pingyang had no 
feelings for Yan Heqing at all based on the lack of bed scenes 
and her overall personality. Precisely because of her person- 
ality, Xiao Pingyang was able to dominate and subdue Yan 
Heqing’s harem. His harem was so massive that there were 
bound to be troublemakers. If not for Xiao Pingyang, the 
gentle and soft ones would have died at the hands of others 
long before. 

Xiao Pingyang’s identity was so unique, and now that she 
was here in the hall, Xiao Yu’an felt his body shake. 

Why did she appear so early?! 

Is she here to fight Princess Yongning for the same man? 

Seriously, the only person in Yan Heging’s harem whose 
beauty rivals that of Princess Yongning has to be Xiao Ping- 
yang! 

After pleasantries were exchanged and respects were paid, 
the diplomatic mission took their seats, but Xiao Yu’an could 
not look away from Xiao Pingyang. 

Yan Heqing stood right behind Xiao Yuan and registered 
his every movement. Tracking Xiao Yu’an’s gaze on Xiao 
Pingyang, Yan Heqing’s eyes darkened as he quietly tightened 
his grip on the blade at his waist. 

Xiao Yu’an faintly sensed a burning gaze and discreetly 


turned around to look, only to see Yan Heqing’s eyes trained 
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on Xiao Pingyang. Xiao Yu’an’s heart made a loud thump. 
My goodness! What's going on? Is he going to pursue his 
second wife since he didnt get to see his first wife? 
How would the plot progress in the future?! 


The feast came to an end after pleasant conversations. 
Xiao Yuan let his most trusted person, Hongxiu, guide the 
diplomatic mission around the imperial city. 

Layers of snow still blanketed the Northern Empire, 
offering a picturesque scene never before seen in Western 
Shu. Despite the rosy flush on their cheeks from the biting 
cold, the group of young ladies brimmed with elation. 

Xiao Pingyang reached out and grasped a handful of snow 
from a tree branch. The once pristine white snow gradually 
turned limpid and melted in her hands, leaving behind 
only cold water. This marvellous change was unexpectedly 
intriguing. In addition, the Northern Empire’s architectural 
style differed slightly from Western Shu’s. The Northern Em- 
pire’s palaces seemed more imposing, every corner engraved 
with dragons and three-legged crows. 

This piqued Xiao Pingyang’s interest, just as the melted 
snow did. She looked around, her gaze falling on the attic 
chamber of a taller structure. 

Pointing towards it, Xiao Pingyang enquired, “Where’s 
that?” 

Hongxiu looked over in that direction. “Oh, that’s the 
Jade Splendour House. We'll host a banquet there in a few 
days for His Majesty’s birthday. All officials will be invited.” 
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Xiao Pingyang’s interest was piqued. “Any special reason 
the emperor celebrates his birthday there?” 

“There’s a lotus pond in the centre of that attic chamber.” 

“A lotus pond? Wouldn’t it just be a field of withered 
branches and wilted leaves with the freezing temperatures 
recently?” 

Hongxiu hid her small laugh behind her hand. “Not real 
flowers, but lotuses crafted from gold. They’re incredibly 
delicate and lifelike. In the centre of the golden lotus pond is 
a white jade terrace, and only Princess Yongning in the whole 
Northern Empire is allowed to dance there.” 

Xiao Pingyang nodded and asked, “Can I have a look?” 

Hongxiu hesitated but led Xiao Pingyang and everyone 


else forward anyway. 


Although the birthday was still a few days away, Jade 
Splendour House was already decorated with lanterns and 
ribbons. It was a festive sight to behold. Numerous servants 
were cleaning up outside the attic, but dead silence enveloped 
the space within. 

Intricate carvings and painted beams adorned the build- 
ing, luxury scents burned on each floor, and each layer of 
wooden flying eaves was more exquisite than the next. 

The golden lotus pond and white jade terrace were on the 
fifth floor. 

When Hongxiu realised how silent the space was and that 
something was amiss, it was too late. The group had just 


stepped onto the fifth floor when a sturdy woman clad in 
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jade green robes shouted, “Hey!” 

It was Cuier. Everyone was frightened out of their wits, 
then watched as Cui’er twisted her body, rebuking them 
with a red face, “What are all of you doing... didn’t anyone 
tell you that Her Highness is practising her dance here? How 
annoying~ Hurry and leave~” 

Hongxiu quickly knelt and apologised, leading the 
diplomatic mission and beating a hasty retreat. However, as 
if Xiao Pingyang had not heard the woman, her eyes swept 
past Cuier and fixated on a particular spot deeper within the 
chambers. 

In this vast pond, the golden lotuses glistened with dew, 
and one could catch a glimpse of flourish through song and 
dance. Above the jade terrace, a woman adorned in a white, 
cloud-patterned skirt swayed her sleeves in their direction, 
her smile charming and dance moves elegant. A gentle pull of 
her fair hand, and the scene could rival the splendours of the 
world. 

Hearing the racket, Princess Yongning leapt off the terrace 
in confusion, walking over with a few airy steps, light as a 
swallow. 

“Princess Yongning, I didn’t know you were practising 
your dance here. I ask Your Highness for your forgiveness.” 
Hongxiu knelt and prostrated herself on the ground. 

“It’s alright. Hurry and get up.” Princess Yongning waved 
her sleeves. Her gaze landed on Xiao Pingyang, and she asked 
curiously, “And these ladies are?” 


“Your Highness, this is the diplomatic mission from 
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Western Shu,” Hongxiu replied. 

“Xiao Pingyang of Western Shu greets Princess Yongning. 
Long live Your Highness,” Xiao Pingyang greeted politely. 

“Western Shu?” Princess Yongning murmured, then 
beamed. “Are you a princess, too?” 

“Yes.” 

“Are you here to look around the imperial city?” 

“Yes.” 

Princess Yongning grabbed Xiao Pingyang’s hands out 
of the blue and raised them to her chest, unable to hide her 
unbridled joy. “ll show you around!” 

Stunned in place, Xiao Pingyang asked softly, “Weren’t 
you practising your dance?” 

“Oh, it’s no big deal. That’s a dance I prepared for 
Emperor-gege’s birthday, and I’m already very familiar with 
it.” Princess Yongning picked up the hems of her skirts. “?’m 
going to change, please wait just a bit for me.” 

With that, she jogged into a hidden room. 

Everyone from Western Shu exchanged looks. Someone 
mumbled, “Such an enthusiastic and warm-hearted prin- 
cess...” 

Cuier sighed, “You ladies might not be aware, but there 
aren’t many women of Her Highness’ age who can match 
her status. Her Highness doesn’t have many friends, so she’s 
naturally overjoyed at seeing all of you.” 

Xiao Pingyang nodded, a trace of gentleness hidden in her 


cyes. 
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Inside the Emperor’s Hall, Western Shu’s tributes were 
displayed in two neat rows. Xiao Yu’an sported an expression 
of mysterious anticipation, as if he had something good to 
show. Together with Yan Heqing, he looked through each 
box. 

“Shouldn’t it be included in tributes?” Xiao Yu’an walked 
past the box storing delicate satin cloth and treasured 
antiques, looking around. 

Yan Heqing followed Xiao Yu’an, a hint of confusion on 
his face. Just as he was about to ask what Xiao Yu’an was 
looking for, Xiao Yu’an stopped, his face radiant with joy. “It’s 
this one!” 

Before his eyes was an ice container that was completely 
sealed by wax, absolutely freezing to the touch. 

Xiao Yu’an pushed at it, but the lid refused to budge. He 
turned to Yan Heqing. “Can you open this?” 

Yan Heqing unsheathed his sword and cut through the 
wax seal, then slid the blade into the gaps of the ice container 
to force it open. Within it, three porcelain boxes of different 
sizes could be found, the bigger one encasing the smaller 
ones. The space between the two outermost boxes was filled 
with melted ice water, with only the small innermost box still 
having some floating bits of ice. 

Xiao Yu’an opened the innermost box. A warm, gentle 
smile could be seen in his eyes. “Just as I expected.” 

Yan Heqing’s eyes focused, only to see plenty of 
strange-looking red fruits with scales and bumps. “What’s 


this?” 
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Xiao Yu’an picked one up and removed the skin, the 
fruit revealing pearly-white flesh. He tried to stuff it into his 
mouth, but Yan Heqing caught his wrist, stopping him. 

“Huhe” Xiao Yu’an did not understand. 

“Just in case it’s poisonous.” Yan Heqing frowned. 

“Pfft...” Xiao Yu’an burst out in laughter, then passed the 
fruit over to Yan Heqing. “Help me test it.” 

Yan Heging froze slightly, then shoved the fruit into his 
mouth. It was extremely sweet and came with a cooling 
sensation that soothed his throat 

“Is it good?” Xiao Yu’an asked. “Hey, remember to spit 
out the seed! The black thing in the middle, spit it out!” 

Yan Heqing spat out the core, holding his breath and 
waiting for a reaction. After a long while, he remarked, “It 
should be safe.” 

Xiao Yu’an laughed, “I know. How could I let you test it 
for poison? This is litchi, a speciality from Western Shu.” 

According to the novel, this was also one of Yan Heqing’s 
favourite foods. Yan Heqing would head to Western Shu ev- 
ery harvest season for litchi—capturing the hearts of women 
while eating litchis, a life led in carefree leisure. 

Xiao Yuan previously wondered if the Western Shu dip- 
lomatic mission would include such a famous local speciality 
in the tribute gifts, and he was spot on, no surprises there. 

“By the way, do you know this ancient poem?” Xiao Yu’an 
picked up a litchi and played with it in his palms. He stared 
at Yan Heqing, beaming as he recited in an unhurried lilt, 


“A horse leaves dust in its wake, and the imperial concubine 
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smiles. No one knew it was for the litchis it had brought.” 


Yan Heqing stared at Xiao Yuan for a while. Suddenly, the 
ends of his lips curved, revealing an extremely stiff smile. 

Dumbfounded, Xiao Yu’an was at a loss for words, the li- 
tchi in his hands almost dropping. After taking Yan Heqing’s 
smile in, he reached out unsteadily, trembling as he pointed 
at the ice box. “It’s all yours!” 

Breaking news! 

The male protagonist of a stallion novel would actually 
exploit his good looks just to have some litchi! 

Men who saw this would fall silent while women would 
weep! Readers were bawling! All his future wives were crying! 
Those who didn’t shed a tear were not humans! 

Yan Heqing did not feel the slightest bit of joy. His aloof 
expression returned, his tone lacking enthusiasm as he 
pointed out, “There are too many.” 

“It’s not a big deal. The Northern Empire’s climate is 
suitable for keeping these, but don’t overindulge in a day. It 
can be harmful to your health.” Xiao Yu’an pushed the entire 
box towards Yan Heqing in lingering shock. 

Yan Heqing sighed, “Thank you.” 

Xiao Yu’an gave him a pat. “You’re welcome.” 

The male protagonist was even willing to sell his smile; 


what were a few litchis worth in comparison? 


20 This is a line from the poem “Passing By Huaqing Palace: Three 
Quatrains’ by a Tang dynasty poet Du Mu. It depicts Emperor Xuanzong 
of the Tang dynasty who, just to please his favoured imperial consort Yang 
Guifei, ridiculously arranged courier horses intended for crucial state affairs 
to deliver her favourite litchis as quickly as possible over a large distance. 
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After savouring the litchis, Xiao Yu’an examined the other 
gifts curiously. This time, Western Shu had come forth with 
great sincerity, the tributes of numerous valuable treasures 
filling his eyes and dazzling him. Xiao Yu’an’s gaze swept over 
the boxes of jewellery and silk cloth. He paused suddenly, 
reaching into a box to pick up a delicately carved vermilion 
hairpin. After a thorough look, Xiao Yu’an closed his hand 


over the hairpin and put it away. 


When the remaining tributes arrived at Yongning Palace, 
Xiao Pingyang was taking a break there. Princess Yongning 
had dragged her across the whole Imperial Palace tirelessly, 
and finally, when she suggested bringing her over to Yongn- 
ing Palace, Xiao Pingyang did not refuse. 

“His Majesty seems to dote on you a fair bit.” Xiao Ping- 
yang remarked, looking at the tributes. 

“Yes!” Princess Yongning nodded enthusiastically. “Em- 
peror-gege treats me really well. What about you? Do you 
have any brothers?” 

Xiao Pingyang replied, “I’ve got several brothers, but 
there’s only one I can get along with.” 

“I see.” Princess Yongning pulled Xiao Pingyang to the 
table to have a seat. Xiao Pingyang saw embroidery needles 
and thread set on the table, as well as a scent pouch that was 
only half-embroidered, but the embroidery work on the 
scent pouch was crooked and hideous. 

Princess Yongning’s face flushed red as she tried to hide 


them in a panic. 
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“Hold on.” Xiao Pingyang reached out to pick up the 
needle and thread. “May I try?” 

“Y-you’re adept at needlework?” Princess Yongning asked 
in disbelief. 

When Xiao Pingyang nodded, Princess Yongning replied, 
“Of course, go ahead.” 

Xiao Pingyang twisted the needle and thread, her fingers 
flitting across the material. The irregularly shaped scent 
pouch was given a new life in no time, looking much more 
detailed than before. Princess Yongning lamented, “Oh heav- 
ens, how skilled! But Hongxiu told me that you’re a general, 
right?” 

Xiao Pingyang continued her stitching, her voice soft. “'m 
adept at needlework, but can also lead a military and fight 
wars.” 

“Wow, do all women in Western Shu need to be good at all 
of these?” 

“No, it’s just that we can do anything we want to.” Xiao 
Pingyang paused, suddenly looking up at Princess Yongning. 
Lightly, she added, “And we are free to love whoever we 
choose.” 

“That’s great,” Princess Yongning placed her face in both 
hands, her smile pure and innocent. “I really want to visit 
Western Shu someday.” 

Xiao Pingyang’s head lowered, her mouth curved upwards 
in a small smile. “You'll have an opportunity to.” 

“When that day comes, you must show me around.” 


“Sure, it’s a deal.” 
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In the serene depths of the spring night, the desolate calls 
of the cuckoo echoed as if bidding farewell to the waning 
moon.” 

After an exhausting day, Hongxiu had no respite before 
rushing to the Emperor’s Hall to aid His Majesty in falling 
asleep. 

Wrapped in a white robe with his black hair cascading, 
Xiao Yu’an was reviewing memorials under a flame. Seeing 
Hongxiu come in, he beckoned her over. “Hongxiu.” 

“Your Majesty.” Hongxiu approached and bowed. 

“Here, this is for you.” Xiao Yu’an took out a jewellery box 
and handed it over. 

Hongxiu received it in confusion. When she opened the 
box, she was struck with astonishment. Inside the box was 
a vermilion hairpin, the workmanship intricate, gorgeous 
without being tacky. 

“I thought it suited you, so I brought it back. Accept it,” 
Xiao Yu’an’s smile was as gentle as quiet waters. 

As a CEO! 

As a CEO who had the right life values, respected the old, 
doted on the young, and spread positivity! 

We CEOs must move our employees with sincerity! 

Hongxiu’s eyes were fixed on the hairpin. All of a sudden, 
she sank to her knees and choked out, “Thank you, Your 
Majesty! This is such a priceless reward. I could never hope 


21 Cited from “A Serenade: A Serene Spring Night” by esteemed scholar 
Mao Wenxi in the Five Dynasties period. 
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to repay your kindness even in my next life.” 

Flabbergasted, Xiao Yu’an hurried to pull Hongxiu up. 

Just a hairpin and you're unable to repay this favour? 
How harsh was the previous young emperor? It’s no wonder 
the Northern Empire fell to its demise. How could the high- 
est-ranked leader be so unapproachable? And how could he not 
foster any employer-employee cohesion? 

“It’s simply a hairpin that’s not very valuable, and you’ve 
really helped me aplenty.” Xiao Yu’an looked helplessly at 
Hongxiu’s tearing eyes. 

“Tl help Y-Your Majesty to wash up.” Hongxiu continued 
to sniffle. 

“Sure.” Xiao Yu’an smiled. “Hold on. Before I forget, 
when’s the birthday banquet?” 

“Your Majesty, it’s in five days.” 


Since the dawn of time, an emperor’s birthday typically 
revolved around two things: national jubilation and a 
general pardon. In layman’s terms, it was a celebration to 
get in on the fun without any specific cause, similar to how 
people would celebrate other festivities. The imperial city 
was decked out in lanterns and ribbons; officials paid their 
respects to the emperor, bearing gifts and proposing birthday 
toasts. And when evening came, the banquet for the officials 
would be held at Jade Splendour House. The whole kingdom 
joined in the celebration and rested for three days after. 

In Jade Splendour House, Xiao Yu’an took a sip from his 


banquet cup, distracted. 
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It was not that Xiao Yu’an detested festivities; instead, a 
plotline struck him as he stared at the golden lotus pond and 
the white jade terrace. 

Princess Yongning would dance on the white jade terrace 
every year for the emperor’s birthday. But this year, she twist- 
ed her foot and fell into the water during her performance. 

As the male protagonist, Yan Heqing’s reflexes were ex- 
traordinarily fast. He dove into the pond without hesitation 
to save her. 

But now, the plot was a mess. The male and female 
protagonists had not even met, so it was impossible for Xiao 
Yuan to guess what would happen next. 

Exclusively seated on the fifth floor of the Jade Splendour 
House were imperial relatives and distinguished guests. To 
demonstrate his respect, Xiao Yu’an had extended the invi- 
tation to Western Shu’s diplomatic mission. Xiao Pingyang 
was seated on the west side, calmly holding a liquor cup and 
sipping on it. 

Suddenly, Xiao Yuan realised something and looked back. 
As his personal guard, Yan Heqing stood several metres 
behind him, hidden in the shadows and silently watching the 
bustling crowd gather in bunches, toasting each other and 
drinking in merriment. Seeing Xiao Yu’an turn around, Yan 
Heging met his gaze in question. 

Xiao Yu’an shook his head and turned back. Gripping his 
cup, he was unable to suppress the excitement bubbling from 
within. 


The male protagonist, female protagonist, and second 
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female lead are going to be in the same room! 

Later, the male protagonist and female protagonist will 
meet! 

Will the plot turn into an epic show of the ferocious battle 
for lovee! 

All of a sudden, the loud thump of a percussion instru- 
ment resounded, its sound crisp and pleasant. The previously 
noisy crowd quietened, looking towards the white jade 
terrace at the centre. 

Four graceful and slender dancers swayed with their wide, 
draping sleeves, circling around the pond in dance, their 
sleeves cascading to the floor as Princess Yongning appeared 
on the white jade terrace. 

She was smiling, euphoric; her vermilion red lips were a 
contrast against her white, gleaming teeth, her beauty bring- 
ing to mind some of the world’s most enchanting sights. 

The strings of a guqin rang. Princess Yongning danced, 
her movements light and elegant, truly an ethereal sight to 
behold. There was not a trace of coquetry, leaving an impres- 
sion that discouraged any transgression or disrespect—she 
was resplendent and captivatingly beautiful. 

Xiao Yu’an snuck a look at Yan Heqing. 

With one hand on the hilt of his sword, Yan Heqing’s eyes 
were trained on the white jade terrace, yet he seemed visibly 
uninterested and distracted, deep in his own thoughts. 

Wow, as expected of the male protagonist! 

Tsk, look at this calm and steady demeanour, look at this 


unbothered expresston, he must be so enthralled and rendered 
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speechless! He must've fallen in love at first sight! 

As expected of the invincible female protagonist's halo! 

Xiao Yu’an then sneakily glanced at Xiao Pingyang. 

Xiao Pingyang’s mouth was slightly agape, her eyes fixated 
on Princess Yongning and unwilling to even blink, as if 
deathly afraid to miss even a second of her performance. 

Oh, heavens! 

The second female lead has... 

Has she also been struck by the female protagonist’s halo?! 

While Xiao Yu’an’s imagination continued to run 
wild, Princess Yongning had already concluded her dance 
performance. Her body came to a still along with the fading 
melody of the gugin. 

Applause and cheers rang out throughout the hall; it was a 
phenomenal performance that struck a chord with everyone 
present. 

Xiao Yu’an collected his thoughts, slightly surprised to 
discover that Princess Yongning had not fallen into the pond. 

Did we just skip over this plotline? 

He applauded, only to see Princess Yongning pick up the 
hem of her skirt and leap off the white jade terrace, headed 
straight for him. 

Huh? 

“Emperor-gege.” Princess Yongning pulled at Xiao Yu’an 
with both hands, beaming as she exerted some strength. 
“Come with me! Yongning has a surprise for you.” 

“Huh? What?” Dumbstruck, Xiao Yu’an only broke out 


of his trance when he was already on stage. 
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“Emperor-gege! Look at this,” Princess Yongning dragged 
Xiao Yu’an around the terrace twice, a special scent drifting 
over from her sleeves. 

Xiao Yu’an was still confused when someone suddenly 
gasped, “Butterflies? Are those butterflies?” 

In a corner of the Jade Splendour House, one of the dip- 
lomats opened a box, where a bunch of colourful butterflies 
extended their wings and flew out! Attracted to the scent, 
they flew towards the terrace, encircling Princess Yongning 
and Xiao Yu’an, flitting around in a dance, some even 
landing on Princess Yongning’s sleeves, shoulders and fingers. 
Infused with pollen, the butterfly wings flaunted a vivid and 
lush palette, but they were elusive and could not be tracked 
by the traces they left behind.” 

“Does Emperor-gege like it?” Princess Yongning asked 
excitedly. 

“I do,” Xiao Yu’an replied, stunned. 

This segment ts not in the novel! And how could there be 
butterflies in the Northern Empire when the spring chill has 
yet to subsides! 

“These butterflies...2” 

“They’re tributes from Western Shu! Pingyang gave me the 
idea, I even changed my dance moves for these butterflies.” 

Changed her dance moves? Is this why Princess Yongning 
avoided a foot sprain and a fall into the pond? 


22 This line is cited from the poem “Butterflies” by Qi Ji, which depicts 
how full of life butterflies are and how persistent they are in the search for 
flowers, attracted by their fragrance. 
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Xiao Yu’an nodded in understanding, allowing Princess 
Yongning to pull him into spinning a few more times. As 
more butterflies gathered around them and increasingly 
obstructed their vision, Xiao Yu’an stared at Princess Yong- 
ning’s feet, deathly afraid of her fall into the water. After all, 
if she could, it was best to forgo some suffering on a cold and 
frosty spring day. 

When Princess Yongning had her fill of fun, she said 
joyfully, “Emperor-gege, let’s go back to the banquet.” 

“Sure.” Xiao Yu’an nodded with a gentle smile and turned 


around, only to step onto nothing and stumble backwards. 
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mperor-gege!” Princess Yongning hurtled 


forward and grabbed Xiao Yu’an’s wrist, 
but the momentum of his fall was too great. 
Despite her attempt to pull him back, Princess 
Yongning ended up in the frigid waters with 
him. 

Fuck! 

Xiao Yu’an had guessed how this would start, 
but he would never have fucking guessed how it 
ended. 

Gasps of shock filled the air. As the icy pond 
swallowed Xiao Yu’an completely, he heard the 
sound of two plunges. 

Huh? 

Two of them? 

Xiao Yu’an covered his mouth to suppress 


his choked coughs and quickly controlled his 


breathing, wanting to save Princess Yongning. 
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When they fell in earlier, Princess Yongning was right in front 
of Xiao Yu’an, but as she expelled a large froth of bubbles, 
her arms moving about in struggle, it was clear that she could 
not swim. 

Regulating his breathing after some difficulty, Xiao Yu’an 
was just about to grab Princess Yongning when a splash 
of red appeared before his eyes. Someone secured Princess 
Yongning from the back and then brought her to the surface. 

Alright, I was still too naive! 

How could I ever leave out the male protagonist? How 
could I?! 

You see, Princess Yongning and I fell into the water together, 
but I couldn't even grab her before the person who jumped in 
after me did! Look at the male protagonist’s halo! 

With his unsuccessful attempt at heroism, Xiao Yu’an 
prepared to tread his way to the surface when he was unex- 
pectedly pulled into someone’s embrace. 

So startled he was that he breathed in a mouthful of water 
straight to the back of his throat—once they broke past the 
water’s surface, Xiao Yuan began coughing profusely, his 
head throbbing. Looking up, he realised Yan Heqing was the 
one holding him. 

What the fuck?! 

Why ts tt you? 

What about Princess Yongning?! 

Xiao Yu’an covered his agape mouth in between coughs, 
looking around to see Princess Yongning already rescued, 


with Xiao Pingyang tightly holding onto her! 
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What the fuck ts this development? 

Xiao Yu’an wiped the water off his face as he was pushed 
back on land with Yan Heqing’s help. He turned around and 
pulled Yan Heqing up, glancing at him pitifully at the same 
time. 

Your reaction was way too slow! Your first wife was rescued 
by someone else! And that “someone” is your other wife—how 
awful do you feel right now? 

The emperor and princess both falling into the waters 
induced widespread panic. Upon rescue, they were rushed to 
the Imperial Physicians Hall. After that, the banquet had no 


choice but to hastily come to a close. 


Xiao Yu’an glanced at the two thick layers of blankets 
covering his body, coal burning next to the bed, the medici- 
nal decoction next to his pillows to expel the chills, and the 
imperial physician rubbing at his meridians. He asked softly, 
“Well, I only fell into the water. I’m not on the brink of 
death, right?” 

The physician retained his professional smile, answering 
Xiao Yuan in the affirmative before adding another set of 
blankets over him. 

Xiao Yu’an paused in awkward silence. 

The physician carefully asked, “Your Majesty, how do you 
feel?” 

Like I’m about to die of suffocation. 

“How’s Princess Yongning?” 


“Your Majesty, Princess Yongning’s condition is nothing 
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serious. She returned to Yongning Palace earlier.” 

Xiao Yu’an nodded, reassured, and pulled the blankets 
away. “ Then I’m heading back, too.” 

“Your Majesty!” The physician exclaimed, pressing the 
covers over Xiao Yuan again. “Your Majesty, this will not do, 
seriously! Your body’s still weak, it’s best to rest more and be 
mindful of your health.” 

Weak? I’m not weak at all! 

Xiao Yu’an’s body was completely wrapped, leaving only 
his head exposed and him fighting for breath. He felt like 
the physician was more of an assassin making a vain attempt 
to suffocate him. “Fine, [ll rest. You can head out first, and 
oh—ask Yan Heqing to come in. I’ve something to say to 
him.” 

The physician obeyed and left. Shortly after, Yan Heqing 
entered, standing beside the bed. Xiao Yu’an struggled to 
extend a hand from under the thick, layered covers, yelling, 
“Save me! I’m suffocating!” 

Yan Heqing thought about it, then stuffed Xiao Yu’an’s 
hand back under the covers. 

Xiao Yu’an was rendered speechless once again. 

Yan Heqing added, “Rest well.” 

Xiao Yuan tossed the covers aside, sat up and protested, 
“No more rest! It’s just gotten dark—who sleeps this early? 
Even if I want to stay healthy, this isn’t the way to do it.” 

Seeing Yan Heqing s tightly knitted brows, Xiao Yu’an 
took his hand and placed it on the side of his neck. “P’'m 


really fine. If you don’t believe me, feel my pulse. It’s stable 
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and energetic.” 

Yan Heqing’s brows slightly lifted as his thumb pressed 
against Xiao Yuan s neck, feeling the pulse and brushing past 
Xiao Yuan s face along the way. His fingertips moved around 
Xiao Yu’an’s eyes, finally resting on his forehead. After a long 
while, Yan Heqing nodded, “Yes, you do appear to be fine.” 

“It’s not that I appear to be, but that I am fine.” Xiao 
Yuan adjusted his robes, climbing down from the bed and 
walking to the windows, visibly vibrating with excitement. 
“Come on, let’s head out and have fun.” 


“To where?” 


“To the night market outside the Imperial Palace.” 


In the imperial city, lanterns had just been put up—lights 
in numerous houses glimmered for miles, all in celebration 
of His Majesty’s birthday. The market was abuzz with more 
activity than usual, the cadence at which the crowd moved 
back and forth on the streets resembling the tides. 

Xiao Yu’an’s interest was piqued as he moved from one 
stall and shop to another. “Interesting. It’s too stifling in the 
Imperial Palace. ?ve wanted to come for a walk since a while 
ago.” 

“You’re the emperor. You can come out for a spin at any 
time with your guards and servants.” 

“That’s not the same. Everyone looks at me in fear and 
trepidation, it’s more comfortable to be with you,” Xiao 
Yuan remarked as he turned over an ink-painted fan at a stall, 


completely missing the subtle upward curve of Yan Heqing’s 
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lips. 

They walked from the western side of the market to the 
eastern side. Stall owners hollered for attention, acrobatics 
and tricks were being performed in every corner, children 
wearing lined jackets passed through the crowd, shoulders 
repeatedly brushing past one another—it made for a vibrant 
and bustling scene. 

As they strolled, Xiao Yu’an suddenly spotted something 
intriguing and entered a shop specialising in jade carving, his 
hands nonchalantly tucked behind his back. 

The shop owner, noticing two young men with extraor- 
dinary demeanours, scrutinized them with keen, calculating 
eyes. He bowed and approached to greet them, “Young 
masters, are you looking to buy anything?” 

Xiao Yu’an caressed the numerous prized jade creations 
before coming to a halt at the shop’s focal point, where a 
jade flute was displayed inside a wooden cabinet. It was made 
of white jade, the outlines of clouds carved into its body, 
complete with a vivid red tassel hanging at the end. Even for 
someone who knew nothing about flutes, a single glance and 
they could discern its uniqueness and rarity. 

The owner was hesitant. “Ah, Young Master, you may not 
be aware, but this jade flute is the key highlight of our shop’s 
collection. The price... it isn’t cheap.” 

“Oh?” Xiao Yu’an chuckled. “What a treasure. Can we 
take it out and have a look?” 

The owner thought for a moment, then opened the 


cabinet to retrieve the item. “’m more than willing to agree 
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to this young master’s request. After all, a masterpiece should 
be appreciated by many.” 

Xiao Yu’an received the flute, toying with it for a moment 
before passing it to Yan Heqing. “Try it.” 

Yan Heqing stiffened. “How’d you know I can play the 
flute...” 

“Because I’m handsome. Alright, hurry and play it.” 

Yan Heqing took the jade flute, placing it next to his lips, 
and a lighthearted melody filled the space, evoking images of 


the autumn waters and spring winds. 


On multiple occasions, the novel depicted moments of 
duets between Yan Heqing and Princess Yongning, where 
the flute’s notes harmonised with the guqin s melody— 
it was the epitome of romance in the first half of the novel. 
Unexpectedly, Xiao Yu’an found that Yan Heqing’s solo 
performance resonated profoundly with the audience. 

Xiao Yu’an, a CEO who had committed the classic CEO 
quotes to memory; a CEO who had vainly attempted to 
be someone who was wickedly charming and radical while 
prudent at the same time; a CEO who had once gone astray 
in trying to become an alluring bottom—in his lifetime of 
twenty odd years, he never once thought that one of those 
classic CEO quotes would leave his mouth one day under 
such circumstances. 

And damn, the quote was not for his own young, beauti- 
ful wife, but for a stallion novel’s male protagonist, who was 


able to satisfy ten women in a night. 
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Life! How it has deceived me, how unpredictable it ts, how 
inexplicable and how... ob well, I should just do what makes me 
happy! 

Xiao Yu’an pointed at the flute, confidently asking the 
owner, “I'll take it, no matter the cost.” 

The owner’s heart burst with elation, but on the outside, 
he managed to muster a convincingly worried look. “Young 
master, this jade flute is, at the very least... it would cost a 
hundred taels of gold.” 

Yan Heqing returned the flute to the owner and turned to 
ask Xiao Yu’an, “You want this?” 

Xiao Yu’an’s face radiated with a beam. “Yes.” 

“Did you bring money?” 

Xiao Yu’an paused. 

Man, could you not suddenly crush my soul? 

After leaving the Imperial Physicians Hall by flipping over 
the windows, they were certainly without any taels. Besides, 
it was impossible for anyone to carry such a substantial 
amount of money randomly. 

Leaning on his hands, Xiao Yu’an mulled over this before 
piping up, “This is the imperial city, right?” 

Yes.” 

The shop owner thought it was such a pity that this young 
master was dull-witted at this age and a handsome one at 
that. 

“Then Tve an idea.” Xiao Yu’an pulled Yan Heqing along 
and rushed outside. 


Bewildered, Yan Heqing asked, “Where are we going?” 
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“To Prince Wuning’s manor.” 

In the novel, Prince Wuning was an enigmatic character, 
surpassing the typical villain in his villainy and resembling 
more of a side character than an actual one. 

Despite harming his kingdom, attempting to seize the 
throne, scheming for power, and rebelling, he was deemed a 
good prince— 

All because he stood on the male protagonist’s side! 

Prince Wuning, a relative by marriage, was hell-bent on 
rebelling to fulfil his delusions of sitting on the throne. 
However, without military control, his only option was to 
rebel with the help of Southern Yan’s military. 

Prince Wuning served as the crucial link between Yan 
Heqing and Southern Yan, acting as their only means of 
communication. But when their plot was exposed, Yan 
Heging relied on his male protagonist’s halo and escaped, 
whereas the same could not be said for Prince Wuning, who 
suffered a worse fate, beheaded with a single strike at the 


hands of the Northern Empire’s emperor. 


Yan Heqing and Xiao Yuan arrived at Prince Wuning’s 
manor, but were stopped by the guards at the door. “Who 
are you? What’s the purpose of your visit?” 

Xiao Yu’an answered with a smile, “I’m here for the 
prince.” 

The guard glared, then bellowed in a domineering manner, 
“Is the prince someone you can see whenever you want?!” 


Xiao Yu’an replied, “Yes.” 
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The guard surveyed him from head to toe. “Who do you 
think you are?” 

“One should not conceal his real identity in any situation. 
My official name is Xiao Yu’an. Others have bestowed upon 
me the nickname ‘CEO’, so you can call me CEO Xiao.” 

Yan Heqing pressed a hand to his forehead, speechless. 

The guard unsheathed his blade and upbraided Xiao 
Yu’an, “Where did this lunatic come from? Hurry and move 
aside. My blade will not show any mercy.” 

As the blade approached Xiao Yu’an, Yan Heqing stepped 
forward, shielding Xiao Yu’an behind him. Applying pres- 
sure on the guard’s hilt, he said coldly, “Inform your prince 
that His Majesty is here.” 


They were led respectfully into the manor’s main hall, 
where shortly after, an elegant and distinguished young man 
wrapped in fine robes approached. 

Prince Wuning knelt and greeted in respect, “Your Majes- 
ty, why the sudden visit to my humble abode?” 

H-humble abode? 

Xiao Yuan surveyed his surroundings. 

Alright, as long as you're happy. 

Cutting to the chase, he requested, “I want to borrow 
some money.” 

Prince Wuning thought he might have misheard. “Bor- 
row... what?” 

“Money.” 


Prince Wuning’s brain went into overdrive. 
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What does His Majesty mean? Is he testing me? Or is he 
here to mock me? To borrow money? Borrow? Does the emperor 
really need to use such a term? How much does he want to 
borrow? Could tt be a substantial sum, like ten thousand taels 
of gold? I could manage tt, but itd still burt a bit. 

“Your Majesty, you flatter me. Why the need to ‘borrow’? I 
simply don’t know how much you require,” Prince Wuning 
replied carefully. 

“Quite a lot.” 

Prince Wuning’s heart began to bleed—are ten thousand 
taels not enough?! 

“A hundred taels.” 

“...H-how much? A hundred?” 

“That’s right, one hundred. Too much for you?” 

“Not at all, not at all. P’ll have someone get it ready.” 
Prince Wuning walked out of the main hall, perplexed, 
and called for his strategist to discuss this strange situation. 
The two delved into a long discussion before coming to an 
understanding. 

Fits Majesty— 

Must’ve abstained from his needs for far too long! 

His Majesty has to suppress all physiological desires while 
observing the mourning period for the late emperor, and on 
this unique birthday occasion, it’s understandable that he has 
some urges—but he worries that it wouldn't be appropriate to 
handle those needs within the palace, so he came here in secret 
to drop us a hint! 

That must be it! 
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Prince Wuning found solace in his quick-wittedness. With 
full confidence, he instructed his strategist to quickly prepare 
what was needed. Re-entering the main hall, he said to Xiao 
Yuan, “Your Majesty, I’ve arranged for the gold, and there’s 
something I wish to share with you.” 

Xiao Yu’an asked in confusion, “Huh? What is it?” 

Prince Wuning cupped his hands and bowed. “It’s Your 
Majesty’s birthday today. I’ve prepared a humble gift that I 
originally wanted to present to you once the banquet was 
over, but failed to do so as the banquet came to an early close 
due to unforeseen circumstances. Now that Your Majesty has 
graced this manor with your presence, why not accept the 
gift at the same time?” 

Xiao Yu’an went along with the flow. “That works.” 

“Then [ll have to trouble Your Majesty to come this way.” 

Xiao Yu’an exchanged glances with Yan Heqing, then 
followed in Prince Wuning’s footsteps. 

Prince Wuning’s manor was extravagant and luxurious, 
accentuated by multiple halls featuring colourful paintings 
and replicas of mountains and lotus ponds. Xiao Yu’an took 
in his surroundings and thought that Prince Wuning was 
definitely involved in accepting bribes. 

The three of them passed through corridors and pavilions, 
stopping at the entrance of the eastern quarters. Prince Wun- 
ing gestured for Xiao Yu’an to step ahead, and Xiao Yu’an 
did so in bewilderment. Yan Heqing intended to follow but 
was intercepted by Prince Wuning. “It’s better for the guard 


to wait outside.” 
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“He can’t enter?” Xiao Yu’an asked. 

Yan Heqing’s brows furrowed, his expression growing 
cold. 

Prince Wuning responded with only a cryptic smile. Xiao 
Yuan felt his hair stand up 一 he had a hunch about what was 
currently inside. 

“Then you can wait outside,” Xiao Yu’an patted Yan 
Heaing. 

“Alright.” Yan Heqing nodded, watching as Xiao Yu’an 


walked into the room. 


The room was spacious. In the outer hall, tendrils of 
incense smoke curled into the air, and rare calligraphy works 
and treasures were on full display. As Xiao Yu’an proceeded 
beyond the hall and entered the inner room, he immediately 
stopped in his tracks. 

On the wide expanse of the bed, red satin and disorganised 
covers intertwined. The bodies of two beauties draped in red 
with their tops opened were entangled, skin pressed against 
skin as endless soft gasps filled the space. Their alluring eyes, 
as soft as silk, stared seductively at Xiao Yu’an. 

Xiao Yu’an’s mouth twitched; he could almost feel his 
kidney hurting, so he turned and walked away, leaving the 


two beauties stunned in bed. 
Meanwhile, Xiao Yu’an had barely shut the door when 
Prince Wuning suddenly pressed himself close to Yan Heqing 


and murmured into his ear, “The prince of Southern Yan, 
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Yan Heging.” 

Yan Heging stiffened. 

“Prince Yan, it must’ve been hard on you, being at His 
Majesty’s side.” Prince Wuning said ambiguously, his eyes 
narrowing ever so slightly. 

Yan Heqing’s eyes widened imperceptibly in disbelief. 
His thin lips pursed, and he suddenly gripped the hilt of his 
sword, concealing his emotions behind his darkening gaze. 

Prince Wuning took another step closer, so close that their 
bodies were nearly pressed against each other. He smiled, 
covering Yan Heqing’s hand resting on the sword’s hilt. 
The position and action were extremely suggestive, but Yan 
Heging did not anger, instead blanking out. 

Something had been stuffed into his hand. 

Prince Wuning lowered his voice as much as possible. 
“Quickly put this away. Prince Yan, you’ve survived 
humiliation for this long, another month won’t make much 
difference. Remember, we’re tied to the same boat. Once 
something goes wrong, we’re doomed, so you must be 
extremely careful.” 

It seemed like he had more to say, but the door creaked 
without warning. Startled, Prince Wuning stepped back, 
looking up in puzzlement, “Your Majesty, w-why are you 
already done? W-was it not to your liking?” 

Xiao Yuan replied, “I think money suits my fancy more 
right now.” 


Colour drained from Prince Wuning’s face in shock. 


Could it be... 
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Could it be?! 

Could it be that the rumour of His Majesty suffering from 
impotence 1s trues! 

Prince Wuning coughed to conceal his awkwardness, then 
ordered someone to bring two hundred taels of gold over. 
Xiao Yu’an did not stand on ceremony either, accepting all of 
it. “I’ve troubled you.” 

Prince Wuning saluted, cupping his fist to bid him 
farewell. Xiao Yu’an then turned to Yan Heqing. “Let’s go.” 

Preoccupied, Yan Heqing answered, “Huh? ...Sure.” 

Xiao Yu’an glanced at him but remained silent. He was 
well aware that by visiting Prince Wuning’s manor, Yan 
Hegqing was bound to come into contact with Prince Wun- 
ing. However, Xiao Yu’an would not have rescued him from 
prison at the start, much less protected him at every turn, if 
he had been concerned with Yan Heqing’s encounter with 
Prince Wuning. 

Although he had already transmigrated into the book for 
a while now, Xiao Yu’an still felt like an outsider, detachedly 
watching each and every character experience sadness, hap- 
piness, separations and reunions. Despite being privy to the 
ultimate fates of many and having insight into the destinies 
of those around him, he remained uncertain about which 
path to take in the future. Deep down, he actually barely 
understood what the Northern Empire and Yan Heqing 
meant to him. 

Each lost in their own thoughts, they returned to the 


jadeware shop. Xiao Yu’an bought the flute without any 
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hesitation and was escorted out of the shop by one happy 
owner. 

It was still early in the night—the market continued to 
bustle with life, stars shimmering much like the lantern 
flames, and laughter echoing in moments of joy. Xiao Yu’an 
toyed with the flute that he had spent great money to acquire 
and thought, J don’t know what's going to happen in the 
future anyway, so I should just follow my heart and enjoy the 
present. 

So Xiao Yu’an turned around and handed the flute to Yan 


Heging. “Here, for you.” 


The eternal moonlight, spanning ages, carried his wish 
for everyone’s peace and reunion, that they would be able to 
bask in the moon’s magnificent glow together. His smile, 
radiant and full of optimism, reached deep into Yan Heqing’s 
gaze. That look was as clear as the sky after a cleansing rain, 
and his gentle smile was as bright as a galaxy of stars in a 
dream. 

How could my heart not soar, seeing you arrive during the 
hardest chapter of my life?” 

Yan Heqing trained his eyes on Xiao Yu’an. 

“Why are you zoning out?” Xiao Yu’an pressed the flute 


into Yan Heqing’s hands. 


23 This is from Song dynasty poet Su Shis version of “Water Melody’, 
which was written to express just how much he missed his brother. 

24 This line is from the poem “Wind and Rain” by an unnamed poet, and 
speaks of a woman’s unbridled joy at seeing her husband again after a long 
separation. 
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Yan Heqing held the flute tightly, looking down as he 
stammered, “I... I don’t have anything to give you in return. 
Pll give you this as thanks.” 

Putting his hands up, Xiao Yu’an was about to refuse 
when he suddenly saw what Yan Heqing was holding, and it 
shocked him into taking a step back immediately. 

Yan Heqing had his palms out, where a jade hairpin lay 
quietly in his hand. It was the hairpin that belonged to Yan 
Heqing’s mother, the empress, and also the token of love 
that Yan Heqing had given to Princess Yongning in the novel. 

Bro! 

Even if you have to gift yourself to me in thanks, you should 
never give this to me! Do you know what this is? Do you know 
what this means?! You can't just casually give this to someone 
else! Could you stop being so reckless with gifting? 

Xiao Yu’an laughed dryly as he waved him off. “N-no 
need. I didn’t want a gift in return.” 

Yan Hedging insisted, “But I want to give it to you.” 

You shouldn't! You should want something else! 

Xiao Yu’an continued to wave his hands about. “It’s too 
valuable.” 

Yan Heqing fell silent, his palm open in front of Xiao 
Yuan, showing no intention of pulling back. After contem- 
plating for a moment, Xiao Yu’an took several deep breaths 
before finally accepting the hairpin. “Thank you. I'll take it 
then.” 

Forget it. [Ul just take tt as I'm holding custody of it on his 
behalf first. 
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Yan Heqing’s lips curved into a small smile as his eyes 
gleamed. 

With the hairpin tucked away securely, Xiao Yuan added 
with unease, “If you want this back at any time, feel free to 
let me know. I'll definitely give it back to you.” 

Yan Heqing’s smile vanished, and with a frown, he asked, 
“Why do you think Pll want it back?” 

“Just—” Xiao Yu’an coughed to hide his awkwardness. 
“Hey, there’s juggling on that side. L-Let’s go have a look.” 

With that said, Xiao Yu’an pulled Yan Heqing along 
and sprinted towards the busy area. Lost in thoughts and 
running fast, Xiao Yu’an suddenly crashed into someone, 
and they instantly fell into a pile together, both groaning in 
pain before pausing at the same time. 

Their voices were so familiar. 

Xiao Yu’an even forgot to rub at the bruise he got from 
the crash, staring at the person before him with visible 
astonishment, “Ning’er?” 

“Ah... Emp...” Princess Yongning covered her mouth, then 
whispered, “Gege?” 

Their staring match ended when Princess Yonging was 
abruptly helped to her feet and embraced by someone else. 
Xiao Pingyang’s tone was full of worry, self-reproach evident 
in her eyes as she asked, “Are you alright? Did you hurt 
yourself?” 

Xiao Yu’an was absolutely dumbstruck. 

Second female lead Xiao Pingyang? 

Why's the storyline becoming increasingly convoluted?! 
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On the immensely packed, lively and bustling streets, four 
people exchanged looks, the air between them tinged with 
peculiarity and a bit of awkwardness. 

Xiao Yu’an coughed, breaking the silence first. “Ning’er, 
why didn’t you bring guards out with you?” 

“It’s fine. Pingyang will protect me,” Princess Yongning 
beamed. 

What the fuck? Since when did the main female protagonist 
and second female lead establish such a strong friendship—are 
they setting the stage to ensure harmony in the male protago- 
nist’s harem?! 

Even if you want someone to protect you, that someone 
should be Yan Heging! 

Hold on! This seems to be that historical moment—the male 
and female protagonists’ first encounter! 

Xiao Yu’an inhaled, his eyes scanning over Yan Heqing, 
followed by Princess Yongning. He retreated silently at that 
point, attempting to provide them with some space. By 
doing this, however, he found himself squeezed beside Xiao 
Pingyang, who was confounded over his behaviour and 
could only move to the side. 

Watching Xiao Yu’an’s every movement intently, Yan 
Heqing looked sullen as he shot Xiao Pingyang a look of 
discontent. 

Looking in Yan Heqing’s direction, Xiao Yu’an thought, 
Yan Heqing, oh Yan Heqging, are you starting to regret giving 
me the hairpin? It’s alright, I... holy shit, why are you looking 
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at the second female lead? 

What a disaster! Has the halo of the main female protago- 
nist failed to suppress the second female lead? 

Xiao Yu’an wrestled with his thoughts for a solid three 
seconds before deciding to support the official pairing. He 
asked Princess Yongning, “Ning’er, where are you guys going 
later?” 

Princess Yongning answered, “I heard that people are 
releasing flower lanterns at the river! I was planning to have a 
look with Pingyang.” 

Xiao Yu’an nodded in understanding, a plan forming in 
his head. Turning to Yan Heqing, he instructed, “Head to 
the riverside with Princess Yongning first. I’ve something to 
say to Western Shu’s ambassador.” 

He added at the end, “Protect her well.” 

I gave the male and female protagonists time in only each 
other's company! I don't believe zero sparks will fly after this! 
And the heavens surely would help me out, perhaps with the 
sudden appearance of a ruffian side character who would 
disregard Princess Yongning’s touch-me-and-prepare-to-die 
aura, come over to tease her, leaving Yan Heging room to rescue 
the damsel in distress coolly. 

Oh, how damn tropey and melodramatic this is! But I cant 
deny its usefulness! Its effectiveness! Its advantages! 

Xiao Yu’an’s gaze returned to Yan Heqing, but to his 
surprise, there was no sign of elation on his face. Instead, the 
man was visibly hostile, those dark eyes sombre as he obeyed 


coldly, “Yes, Your Majesty.” 
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Fine—acting cool is also a way to flirt with other women; 
Xiao Yu’an thought he had seen through Yan Heqing. 

Princess Yongning looked at Xiao Pingyang, reluctant to 
go. She then reminded Xiao Yu’an, “Emp... cough, gege, be 
quick and come to the river after you’re done. Don’t bring 
up official affairs at such a time! Just have lots of fun.” 

Xiao Yu’an nodded, his gaze following the male and 
female protagonists as they left, teeming with satisfaction at 
his matchmaking. Just as he was basking in self-delight, Xiao 
Pingyang’s confused voice rang out from next to him. “Your 
Majesty, did you have something to say to me?” 

Oh no. He had forgotten about this. 

Slightly awkward and embarrassed, Xiao Yu’an looked 
around and tried to find another discussion topic. “Hmm... 
do you like to have sweets? There’s a candy stall over there, 
do you want one? Should I buy one for you?” 

“… Does Yongning like it?” 

Xiao Yuan did not respond. 

Wait, what's going on? Is she trying to analyse the romantic 
rival thoroughly before going for an effective defeat? 

“Ning’er doesn’t like sweets.” 

Xiao Pingyang nodded, deep in thought. “Oh, so she 
doesn’t like them.” 

Xiao Yu’an could not come up with a response. 

Xiao Pingyang realised Xiao Yu’an did not have anything 
to say and was simply trying to create conversation. She 
remained calm, not even asking him for an explanation. 


Instead, she asked, “Your Majesty, may I set aside our status 
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and chat casually?” 

Xiao Yu’an paused, then answered with a smile, “Of 
course.” 

Xiao Pingyang’s searching gaze fell on him. “You kind of 
remind me of one of my older imperial brothers.” 

“Oh? Why is that?” 

“The way you speak, your gestures, and most importantly, 
your gaze bears an uncanny resemblance to him. I hope Your 
Majesty doesn’t mind. I don’t mean anything by it.” 

“Not at all.” 

With her eyes still fixed on Xiao Yu’an, Xiao Pingyang 
mumbled about how they truly were quite alike. She contin- 
ued, “Your Majesty, do you believe in fate?” 

The jump in the toptc’s a little quick, isn't it? 

Xiao Yu’an shook his head. “No, I don’t.” 

I’m the successor of socialism! Of course I only believe in 
materialism! 

“Is that so? Then don’t you think we should make our 
own choices instead of sitting there awaiting our fate?” 

Once again, Xiao Yu’an was rendered speechless. He had 
a niggling feeling that there was a trap behind this question, 
just waiting for him to fall for it. After a moment of consid- 
eration, he answered anyway, “Yes.” 

“Indeed,” Xiao Pingyang said, seemingly indifferent. “I 
hope that Yongning is also able to make her own choices for 
certain things one day in the future, instead of someone else 
making the decision for her.” 


So why haven't you stopped talking about the female protag- 
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onist?! 

Since they were on the topic, however, Xiao Yu’an 
suddenly found himself a little spaced out, recalling Princess 
Yongning’s cause of death in the novel. When Prince Wun- 
ing’s plan to rebel was exposed, Yan Heqing was implicated 
as a result. The Northern Empire’s emperor had his mind 
set on killing Yan Heqing and sent him to prison, ordering 
his men to torture him brutally. Princess Yongning could 
not bear it and helped him escape from the Imperial Palace. 
As the emperor had always doted on Yongning, he did not 
punish her. 

Three months later, Yan Heqing led his military forces to 
attack the Northern Empire. 

Right as Yan Heqing was about to capture the emperor 
at the Emperor’s Hall and cut him up bit by bit to let out 
his rage, Princess Yongning hung herself, three feet of white 
cloth over the ceiling beams, and died. 

Princess Yongning did not leave Yan Heqing even a single 
word; she left behind only lingering guilt for the Northern 
Empire. 

Until the day she died, Princess Yongning never revealed 
her feelings to Yan Heqing. No one knew if she hated or 
loved him in her last moments, or perhaps even both, or 
neither. 

She left a cold corpse and a lifetime of regret and pain for 
Yan Heging. But if they could go back in time, would Yan 
Heqing have chosen not to attack the Northern Empire? 

Xiao Yu’an did not think so. What Yan Heqing carried 
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on his shoulders was not just vengeance, but the millions of 
soldiers who had entrusted their lives to him. 

They talked about ignoring fate and taking matters into 
their own hands, yet why were people’s predestined fates 
ruthlessly inscribed in fresh blood throughout this novel? 

On the streets, Xiao Yu’an looked up absentmindedly. 
Laughing children brushed past him, and the sounds of 
stall owners hawking, the dazzling lights from lanterns, the 
quixotic chatter of passers-by—everything seemed so surreal 
to him. 

“Your Majesty? Your Majesty?” Xiao Pingyang’s calls 
pulled Xiao Yu’an back to reality. 

“Ah...” Xiao Yu’an touched his face, unsettled. “I zoned 


out. Forget it. Let’s head to the river. 


At the river that encircled the city, young ladies and mas- 
ters laughed and chattered jovially, numerous flower lanterns 
gathering in the centre of the river before slowly heading 
downstream, glittering like the galaxy. 

The two of them found Yan Heqing and Princess Yongn- 
ing. The latter was squatting on the side of the river, making 
a wish at a flower lantern; catching sight of them, she got to 
her feet in delight, pulling Xiao Pingyang over. “Pingyang, 
come here. We'll let the lanterns go together.” 

Xiao Yu’an stopped right next to Yan Heqing and asked, 
“Did anything happen earlier?” 

Yan Heging replied icily, “Nothing.” 

What? Heavens above, what happened to your cheat bug? 


-278- 


How Ye Survive 


as a Villain 


Faintly sensing the unhappiness radiating off Yan Heqing， 
Xiao Yu’an asked in bafHement, “What’s with you?” 

Only then did Yan Heqing shake his head and compose 
himself. 

When Princess Yongning was done with her lanterns 
alongside Xiao Pingyang, she skipped over with her skirt 
bunched up in her hands. She was all smiles as she said, “Gege, 
we re done, so we re going to head back.” 

Xiao Yu’an was confused. “What? It’s so early, let’s...” 

“I don’t want to. You and your guard can keep walking 
around, and we'll head back on our own.” Princess Yongning 
did not give Xiao Yu’an any chance to respond. Her eyes 
twinkling with a smile, she held onto Xiao Pingyang’s hand 
tightly, pulling her along and burrowing their way into the 
crowd. Barely a moment later, they had vanished. 

“Wait...” Xiao Yu’an reached out, saying helplessly, “But 


that’s not the way back to the Imperial Palace...” 


Xiao Yu’an and Yan Heqing meandered leisurely along 
the river, side by side, on the bluestone pavement. The many 
flames on the river created an enchanting view. Xiao Yu’an 
asked Yan Heqing, “Do you want to light a flower lantern?” 

“No need.” 

“Should we walk around a little more?” 

“Alright.” 

Xiao Yu’an stopped in his tracks, staring at Yan Heqing in 
confusion. “Are you angry? Did something happen?” 


Not expecting Xiao Yu’an to see through him so clearly, 
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Yan Heqing adjusted his expression and murmured, “Noth- 
ing. There’s a troupe performing a play over there. Do you 
want to check it out?” 


“Let’s go!” 


“Beautiful scenes, sunny days...” A male performer, 
playing the lead role of a young woman, was singing a Kun 
Opera masterpiece on a makeshift stage which had been set 
up with wooden boards and red cloth. In front of it were 
several low tables and audience members, the drums beating 
and applause aplenty. 

They listened to the show for a bit. Suddenly, Yan Heqing 
asked, “Do you like that princess from Western Shu?” 

“What?” Pinching a handful of sunflower seeds, Xiao 
Yu’an was engrossed in the show when Yan Heqing dropped 
the question without warning, startling him so much that he 
dropped all the seeds. It was not until Xiao Yu’an came back 
to his senses that it hit him. 

Holy shit! Was Yan Heqing angry earlier because I got too 
close to Xiao Pingyang and he suspected there was something 
between us? Yan Heging, oh Yan Heqing, you're eyeing what's 
in the pot while eating from your own bowl. You're too much, 
too much! 

Besides, how would I dare touch your wife? Everyone knows 
that the wives of male protagonists in stallion novels are 
off-limits! Even looking at them would be dangerous! 

“Cough.” Xiao Yu’an dusted off bits of the seeds from his 
hands. After some thought, he responded, “I don’t. Who 
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told you that I like young ladies?” 

At times like this, I might as well use one’s sexual orientation 
to clear all suspicions! 

Yan Heqing’s eyes narrowed. “You said you’re not into 
men.” 

“Huh? I did? When did I say that—Oh, I think I did.” 
Xiao Yu’an played the fool. “That was in the past. Humans 
are prone to change, and I realised recently that ’m more 
interested in men. Look at this male performer on stage. 工 m 
quite fond of him.” 

Yan Heqing did not react. 

Xiao Yu’an could feel a sudden dip in the surrounding 
temperature. Shooting a careful look at Yan Heqing’s face, 
he could not help but shout internally, [ve already explained 
myself, but you're still not satisfied! What else do you want me 
to do? What else?” 


The darkened skies stretched on, and visibility was low. 
The crowd dispersed as the show ended, the liveliness and 
bustle fading away from the streets, falling cold and quiet. 

Xiao Yu’an remained in high spirits. Assessing the 
remaining gold extorted from Prince Wuning, he pulled Yan 
Heging to the most renowned liquor shop in the imperial 
city and purchased a few jars of top-quality liquor with the 
remaining taels, planning to bring them back to the Imperial 
Palace. 


25 Referring to a line from the song “What Do You Want Me to Do” by 
singer-songwriter Joker Xue. 
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Then the duo headed over to the Jade Splendour House. 
They marvelled at the view on the sixth floor, the moon 
gleaming in the sky on this peaceful, clear night. Houses and 
towers stretched out into the distance, their land vast and 
endless—how it flourished. 

“Come. Since we have liquor tonight, let’s enjoy while it 
lasts.””° Xiao Yu’an grinned, breaking the seal on the jar, the 
aroma enveloping him. 

Seemingly in a better mood, Yan Heqing took the jar, 
joining Xiao Yu’an in savouring the liquor. 

They were getting into the groove of drinking merriment; 
Xiao Yu’an, feeling a bit tipsy, propped his head on his 
hands as he gazed at the distant palace eaves, where the stars 
shimmered faintly and sparsely across the sky. A smile gently 
tugged at his lips as he mumbled, “I never thought that Id be 
this close to you one day.” 

Fixing his gaze on Xiao Yu’an, Yan Heqing responded 
tenderly, “Me neither.” 

Xiao Yu’an downed another half jar of liquor, his body 
swaying as he stood. Inhaling deeply, he declared, “I suddenly 
want to sing.” 

“What song?” 

“A love song.” Xiao Yuan cleared his throat. Holding onto 
the railings, he belted out, “A man playing horse pole, how 
mighty and strong you are, galloping horses sweeping past 


from afar! The endless and vast expanse of the plains is yours 


26 Cited from the poem “Self-Consolation” by poet Luo Yin. 
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to wander!””” 

“Pfft.” Yan Heqing choked on a mouthful of liquor at the 
back of his throat, coughing profusely. 

Xiao Yu’an burst into laughter, the sound warm and open. 
His body swaying and feet unsteady, he staggered, but Yan 
Heging held him up by the waist. Relying on Yan Heqing’s 
arm for support, Xiao Yu’an partially fell into a sitting 
position on the floor. “Th-this is really a love song! Believe 
me, i-it’s a love song, do you believe me?!” 

Resigned, Yan Heqing agreed, “I believe you. You’re 
drunk.” 

“Yes, I’m drunk.” Xiao Yu’an beamed. “Because you’ve 
become two—there are two of you in front of me.” 

With that, Xiao Yu’an picked up another jar of liquor. 
After knocking it against Yan Heqing’s, he threw his head 
back and poured it all into his mouth, then set the empty jar 
down and asked, “Have you thought of the future?” 

Yan Heqing’s brows arched slightly. “The future?” 

“Yes, the future.” Xiao Yu’an leant against the railings, 
hugging his knees with a bright smile. “I want to find a care- 
free and comfortable manor in a village, buy some land and 
a farm, open a liquor shop or go into some other business. 
Capitalism is bad, but having some capital is better. Then, 
Pll become friends with several knowledgeable individuals, 
where there will be no deception and scheming, no threat of 
a blade hovering over my neck. Such a life would be carefree 
and free of troubles.” 


27 The lyrics are from a song called “Horse Pole’ by Ulan Tuya. 
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Yan Heqing crouched down and looked at Xiao Yu’an. He 
stayed silent for a long while as if anticipating a continuation, 
but it never came. He could only probe, “And then?” 

Xiao Yu’an’s gaze landed on him. Everything was in a blur, 
and he struggled to meet Yan Heqing’s eyes properly. “And 
what?” 

A storm brewed in Yan Heqing’s eyes. Keeping his tone 
light, he persisted, “Where do I fit into all this? Is there... a 
place for me?” 

“You... you're...” Xiao Yu’an attempted to rise, leaning 
on the railings for support, but the alcohol was clouding 
his thoughts. He mumbled incoherently, unable to form a 
complete sentence, but a clear, albeit soft, voice echoed in his 
head. 

You would be remonstrating with hundreds of officials; you 
would be unifying all kingdoms under your single rule with 
your blade; you would be sleeping lightly in bed, surrounded by 
a fragrant scent; you and I would be worlds apart, going our 
separate ways and each finding our own happiness. 

That’s it. Xiao Yu’an now understood. Even if he was 
now the Northern Empire’s emperor, he still hoped for Yan 


Hedging to rule the world. 


“Y-you might n-need to put me on your back and head 
back...” 

He did not even finish his sentence— Xiao Yu’an fell back- 
wards, his back striking the railing as he teetered, dangling 


halfway out in the air. 
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Yan Heqing’s eyes narrowed, dashing forward and securing 
Xiao Yuan in his hold. Pulling him close, Xiao Yu’an crashed 
into his arms with a gentle force. Ensconced in each other’s 
arms, they stumbled, kicking over the jars at their feet. The 
spilt liquor released its intoxicating aroma into the air. 

As Yan Heqing’s heart thundered in fright, Xiao Yu’an 
laughed, carefree and unrestrained. Gazing into Xiao Yu’an’s 
eyes, misty as though shrouded in the haze of drunkenness, 
Yan Heqing heard the whisper of fate in his ear. 

“You've fallen in love with him.” 

The wind caressed their sleeves on this long night. 
Illuminated by the faint light from the corner under the 
tower’s roof, Yan Heqing’s embrace around Xiao Yu’an’s 
waist tightened. In the spur of the moment, he bent over and 
kissed Xiao Yuan on the lips. The fragrance of the lingering 
liquor filled the air, and the bustling world faded away. 

Xiao Yu’an was kissed to the brink of breathlessness. 
Struggling to open his eyes, he vaguely saw a figure before 
him. The ground under his feet was unsteady, as if he was 
falling into clouds—it seemed like a dream. He gripped 
Yan Heqing’s collar, tugging it down slightly, and from Yan 
Heqing s robes, a small box slipped out. 

Momentarily gripped by fear, Yan Heqing hastily bent 
down to retrieve it. Turning back, he found Xiao Yu’an 
drunk asleep against the railings. 

The small box broke open on impact, and a two-inch cloth 
scroll rolled out. Yan Heqing scooped it up, briefly scanning 


the content. His eyes turned cold at the short message: 
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From the third day of the third month, wait seven 
days at the relay station a hundred miles west of the 
imperial city. This scroll is the token of trust. 

And today was the third day of the second month. 

Yan Heging slowly folded the scroll and placed it back into 
the box, hiding it in his robes. He put Xiao Yu’an on his back 
and strolled towards the Imperial Palace in silence. It was 
becoming clear to him—fate would not grant him so much 


happiness at once. 


Xiao Yu’an hugged his throbbing head in a daze at noon 
the next day, thanks to his drunken night. 

His mind replayed the lyrics of “a man playing horse pole, 
how mighty and strong you are” on a loop throughout the 
night. He also dreamt of a bulky Mongolian man speaking to 
him coyly, “Mister CEO~ Am I not the most innocent, kind 
and adorable man playing horse pole you’ve ever seen?” 

He fled in terror, only to crash into another embrace. 
Looking up, he realised it was Yan Heqing, and that was 
when a terrifying dreamscape worse than the Mongolian 
man arrived. 

Yan Heqing actually fucking kissed him! So deeply and 
full of affection that he almost thought it was love! 

And at the end of the kiss, Yan Heqing stared at him and 
started to sing, “That is a magical path towards heaven, hey 
hey~” 

What the hell was this and all that?! 


28 This lyric is from a song called “Heavenly Road”, sung by Han Hong. 
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The hallucinations that came when he was drunk were so 
fucking scary! 

He was massaging his head when Hongxiu pushed 
through the doors and entered. Seeing Xiao Yu’an awake, she 
quickly brought hangover soup and a hot towel over. 

Drinking the hot soup, Xiao Yu’an recovered slightly and 
asked, “How did I get back yesterday?” 

Hongxiu covered her mouth in a suggestive giggle. “Your 
Majesty, it was Yan Heqing who brought you back. Your 
Majesty’s plan to conquer his heart is truly a successful play.” 

Xiao Yu’an’s lips twitched. “Was he drunk as well? If he 
was, serve some hangover soup to him too.” 

“He was lucid last night. Your Majesty was the one drunk 
out of your senses. You truly gave me a fright,” Hongxiu 
continued. “Your Majesty, may I open the windows and let 
some air in?” 

“Sure, go ahead.” 

Hongxiu moved to open the latticed wooden windows. A 
light gust of wind ventured in along with the warm sunlight. 
Hongxiu turned back and gave him a smile. “Your Majesty, 
the pear tree in the corner of the yard has bloomed.” 

“Pear blossoms?” Xiao Yu’an intended to look out the 
window, but his gaze involuntarily fell on the vermilion 
hairpin set in Hongxiu’s neatly coiled hair—the one he had 
given her. 

“Yes, they’re as white as snow. How beautiful. It looks like 


the weather will soon warm up.” 
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Spring came with gentle warmth, along with the imminent 
farewells. 

The diplomatic mission from Western Shu had stayed for 
nearly half a month and was now preparing to leave as the 
snow melted. In the spirit of maintaining friendly diplomatic 
ties, Xiao Yuan saw Xiao Pingyang and her entourage out of 
the city. 

Xiao Pingyang pulled her horse along, the very picture 
of dashing valour and vigour. She told Xiao Yu’an, “Your 
Majesty, we'll definitely meet again.” 

Xiao Yu’an smiled. “For sure.” 

Xiao Pingyang’s lips suddenly curved upwards. “Your 
Majesty, in this vast and tremendous world, we’ll eventually 
become family.” 

What the fuck? Xiao Pingyang smiled?! 

What happened to this tron-faced lady who never smiled? 
What does she mean by this sudden smile? What ts “becoming 

family”? Have you seen the script? Are you aware that Yan 
Heging will rule the world? 

Leaving Xiao Yuan reeling in shock, Xiao Pingyang bade 
her farewells and departed. The horses’ hooves clopped on 
the ground, the sound drifting into the Imperial Palace and 


piercing straight into a certain someone’s heart. 


Spring, a season of returning lush greenery, and a time of 
recrudescence of illnesses. 

Princess Yongning had caught a cold out of the blue. She 
lay on the bed feebly, unable to get up for several days. 
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When Xiao Yuan heard the news, he rushed to Yongning 
Palace to have a look at her. Princess Yongning was a pitiful 
sight as she lay in bed, her eyes and nose red from all the 
coughing. 

Xiao Yu’an’s worries eased only when the imperial 
physician assured him that this was nothing serious. Seeing 
Princess Yongning so dispirited and weak, Xiao Yu’an 
accompanied her, and they chatted at length. As they spoke, 
Princess Yongning suddenly mentioned, “Emperor-gege, I’ve 
fallen for someone.” 

Xiao Yu’an sucked in a sharp breath of air. 

Breathing in and out, Xiao Yu’an mused inwardly, Jt must 
be the previous meeting in the streets that helped the male and 
female protagonists fall for each other at first sight! As expected 
of the novel’s official couple! When fate steps in, it acts quickly! 
Precisely! Powerfully! 

Princess Yongning observed Xiao Yu’an’s expression 
carefully, and seeing how his expression morphed from shock 
to lament, she could not help but grow even more apprehen- 
sive. She clutched her blanket subconsciously, waiting for 
Xiao Yu’an’s response. 

Xiao Yu’an was silent for a moment before replying, “I 
understand, completely!” 

Anxiously, Princess Yongning asked, “Emperor-gege, y-y- 
you don’t have any objections?” 

How would I dare have any objections?! 

“I don’t. As long as you’re happy, don’t let it weigh on 
you. It’s alright.” 
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Elated, Princess Yongning reached out to hug Xiao Yu’an 
around the waist just like a spoilt child. “Thank you, Emper- 
or-gege!” 

Xiao Yu’an patted her on the back, overwhelmed with 


emotions, as if his own daughter had finally grown up. 


In the next few days, Yan Heqing found Xiao Yuan glanc- 
ing at him with a strange gaze, which made him wonder if his 
feelings or the scroll had been exposed. But then Yan Heqing 
realised that Xiao Yu’an perhaps— 

Perhaps had issues with his eyesight. 
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pring, a season marked by the melancholic 
ee of red-rumped swallows,” was filled 
with unpredictable happenings. 

Just when Xiao Yu’an thought he had com- 
pletely ruined the original storyline, news came 
from General Sun’s manor out of the blue. 

General Sun was severely ill. 

This was no sudden collapse; after so many 
years at war, it was impossible for him to have 
walked away unscathed, but no one could have 
expected him to fall ill so suddenly at this time. 

When Xiao Yu’an visited, General Sun 
was only a step away from death’s door. He 
pulled Xiao Yu’an closer, tears rolling down his 
face. “Your Majesty, you were fooling around 


before, but it’s great that you’ve realised your 


’ o 


29 Cited from Tang dynasty poet Li Hes “Miscellaneous 
Lyrics: An Ode to the Year: The Second Month”. 
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mistakes and changed. I know now that Your Majesty feels 
for your people. You’re a wise ruler, deserving of our soldiers’ 
unwavering commitment to protect this kingdom to their 
very last breath. But for me to leave, unable to be on the 
battle frontlines protecting my kingdom—lI can’t accept this, 
I can’t!” 

Xiao Yu’an could not speak for a long while, as if there was 
something stuck in his throat. Then, he murmured, “General 
Sun, you ve worked hard.” 

Considering that General Sun needed rest, Xiao Yu’an did 
not dare linger for long, leaving after several more reminders 
from the old general. 

On his way out, he bumped into someone. 

It was the second male lead, Li Wuding. 

He was visibly anguished; it seemed that he had gotten 
word of General Sun’s condition. Seeing Xiao Yu’an, Li 
Wuding knelt on one knee and greeted, “Your Majesty.” 

“You may rise.” Xiao Yu’an regarded Li Wuding with 
mixed feelings. 

With General Sun incapacitated, a shift in military lead- 
ership was imminent. Based on both intuitive and rational 
thought, Xiao Yu’an should pass the position of Defender 
General to Li Wuding. However, reservations arose whenever 
he thought of Li Wuding’s future betrayal. 

“How’ve you and Xie Chungui been recently?” Xiao 
Yuan asked. 

“Your Majesty, Xie Chungui is very capable. He’s destined 


for great achievements in the future,” Li Wuding answered. 
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Between the two of them, one betrayed his kingdom and 
left, while the other guarded his kingdom with his life. But 
they were even flattering each other now? 

It was hard for Xiao Yu’an to foresee their fates, even with 
prior knowledge of the storyline. 

Xiao Yuan nodded, but Li Wuding called out as he was 
about to leave, “Your Majesty.” 

“Yes?” Xiao Yuan faced him again, puzzled. 

Li Wuding’s eyes were sombre. Pausing briefly, he cau- 
tioned, “Your Majesty, you must be on guard against others, 
even if it’s the people closest to you... be they officials or 
brothers.” 

Xiao Yu’an’s gaze was fixed on him, silence reigning be- 
tween the two for a short moment. Then, Xiao Yu’an asked 
bluntly, “Be more specific.” 

“Your Majesty, Tve no hard evidence and dare not discuss 
this at liberty.” 

What a wet blanket he is to leave me hanging. 


Xiao Yu’an nodded in response and turned to leave. 


Every year at the advent of spring, the Northern Empire’s 
military would organise a martial contest. This annual event 
not only symbolised the transition from old to new in the 
new year but also offered soldiers a chance to review their 
training progress over the past year. 

This was a tradition that General Sun had set and was to 
be upheld, even if he was severely ill and unable to lead the 


military now. 
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At this point, a few soldiers were setting up the fighting 
arena. It looked rather simple and crude, but its robustness 
was crucial. As the soldiers worked on it, however, they were 
somewhat on edge. 

All because of Xiao Yu’an, who was rhythmically tapping 
right beside them. Each time they struck the wedge, Xiao 
Yu’an would follow with a clap. Gradually, they found their 
movements syncing up! 

As if that was not enough, Xiao Yu’an even began singing 
along to the beat! 

“Two little tigers, two little tigers’ —hey, you're ham- 
mering a little too fast. Slower, in a four-four tempo, do you 
understand? A four-four tempo.” 

The soldier holding the hammer almost spiralled into a 
meltdown. He did not understand! He truly did not! 

The soldier beside him gave him a comforting pat. 

Bro, you must calm down. This is His Majesty, you can't 
possibly hit him. 

Thankfully, Li Wuding turned up in the nick of time, 
rescuing this bunch of tall, rugged men from the clutches of 
forced music education. 

“Your Majesty?” Li Wuding cupped his fists in greeting, 
stunned. “What are you doing here?” 

A small smile tugged at Xiao Yu’an’s lips. “Nothing much. 
Just came over to look around.” 

This was only a partial truth. With General Sun in critical 
condition and the Defender General position empty, Xiao 


30 From a well-known Mandarin nursery rhyme “Two Tigers”. 
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Yu’an was in a dilemma—should he give the position to Li 
Wuding? And so he simply came over to have a look himself. 

Li Wuding watched Xiao Yu’an, who was dressed in 
simple white brocade robes with tapered sleeves, with slight 
astonishment. He could not help but wonder why the 
emperor, who typically put up a pretentious front, seemed so 
modest today. 

Even more surprising was that Xiao Yu’an had only 
brought along one guard, who stood silently behind Xiao 
Yuan, expressionless but exuding an extraordinary demean- 
our. The cold and stern look on the guard’s face could not be 
overlooked. 

Li Wuding suggested, “Your Majesty, it’s dusty outside. 
Let’s head inside the tent.” 

“That works. I had a few questions for you as well.” Xiao 
Yuan nodded. 

Just as he was about to leave, a thought struck him. He 
shouted in the direction of those frightened soldiers who 
were still setting up the arena, “The four-four tempo! Strong, 
weak, medium, weak!” 

A soldier almost struck his hand midway through ham- 


mering. 


The duo entered a tent, where several officers were discuss- 
ing details of the contest. At the sight of Li Wuding and Xiao 
Yuan, they quickly knelt and prostrated themselves, greeting 
His Majesty. 


“You may all rise. I’ve something to say to General Li 
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alone, could all of you leave first?” Xiao Yu’an indicated the 
way out with a raised hand. 

The officers quickly vacated the tent, leaving only Xiao 
Yu’an and Li Wuding behind. 


Outside the tent, one of the officers asked in confusion, 
“His Majesty has never cared about military affairs, right? 
Why did he suddenly turn up today?” 

Another officer with narrow eyes and a sharp face snorted 
in laughter. “Stupid. General Sun is gravely ill. His Majesty 
must’ve come to select the candidates running for the 
Defender General role.” 

“That will definitely belong to our General Li!” Someone 
else piped up. 

That sharp-faced officer rubbed his jaw. “That might not 
be the case. After all, Prince Wuning’s trusted aide... cough...” 

He coughed dryly, aware that he had spoken out of turn, 
and held his tongue. 

The officers were about to head towards the arena when 
they suddenly spotted a guard on duty in front of the tent. 

Clad in black robes adorned with faint embroidered 
patterns from head to toe, he appeared both dignified and 
valiant. His gaze was as clear and bright as the stars, making 
it impossible for him to go unnoticed. Given his role as the 
emperor’s guard, the officers involuntarily scrutinised him. 

The sharp-faced soldier suddenly stopped in his footsteps 
after a closer look, staring straight at the guard. A moment 


later, he cursed, “Isn’t this the fucking—” 
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He stepped forward as he spoke, grabbing Yan Heqing’s 
collar. In a peculiar tone, he said, “Well, well, well. Isn’t this 
Yan Heqing?” 

His companions were dumbfounded and rushed to 
stop him. “Nie Er, what are you doing? He’s His Majesty’s 
guard.” 

“Fuck that bullshit. What nonsense—His Majesty’s 
guard? He’s from Southern Yan!” Nie Er scoffed. 

“What? Southern Yan?” People around were stunned. 

Momentarily taken aback as he was abruptly put on the 
spot, Yan Heqing’s expression shifted as he recognised Nie 
Er’s face. 

“Oh? Does Prince Yan remember who I am now?” Nie Er 
sneered. “Looks like I did leave a tiny impression on Prince 
Yan while escorting you all the way to the Northern Empire. 
Oh, I broke your arm on the way here, but looks like it’s all 
recovered?” 

He reached out for Yan Heqing’s right shoulder. With a 
cold look, Yan Heqing blocked him off, but Nie Er suddenly 
kicked him on the knee, overturning Yan Heqing and 
sending him crashing to the ground. Nie Er stepped on him, 
smiling cruelly, “I thought you died in prison. Didn’t think 
that you’d become His Majesty’s dog. Quite impressive, 
indeed.” 

It was impossible for Yan Heqing to actually lose to Nie 
Er if it came down to a fight, but he could not strike back. 
This was the Northern Empire’s military camp—Xiao Yu’an 


would be in a difficult position if he retaliated against its 
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soldiers. 

“Alright, Nie Er, that’s enough. If His Majesty gets wind 
of this, you'll suffer,” someone advised, pulling him. 

“His Majesty? Does he think an enemy state’s prisoner is 
more important than soldiers who bled for his kingdom?” 
Nie Er was unbothered. Bending down in a half-stoop, he 
forced Yan Heqing’s head even deeper into the sand with an 
ominous glint in his eyes. “Yan Heqing, even if you want to 
become His Majesty’s dog, you’re still a lowly thing from 
Southern Yan, down to your very bones. The Northern 
Empire doesn’t welcome a dog like you, you understand?” 

In a split second, Yan Heqing seized Nie Er’s neck, about 
to give it a twist, but he drew back just as quickly. His 
movements were swift and clean, stunning almost all of the 
soldiers present. 

Nie Er could not even react to the fact that his throat was 
already in Yan Heqing’s grip, but the expected pain did not 
come, with Yan Heqing quietly pulling back. 

Recovering from the shock, Nie Er suddenly burst out 
into laughter. “Lacking the courage to strike back? Of course, 
this is the Northern Empire! You wouldn’t dare attack me, 
would you? Let me tell you, Yan Heqing, you might hesitate 
to make a move, but I certainly won’t.” 

As he said that, Nie Er swung his fist towards Yan 
Heqing s face, only to be intercepted in the next second. 

Xie Chungui blocked Nie Er’s fist steadily with a frown. 
“Nie Er, what are you doing? Fights aren’t allowed as per 


military regulations.” 
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Unfazed, Nie Er simply replied, “Little Xie, this is not a 
fight.” 

“Then what is it?” A voice teeming with authority drifted 
over as Li Wuding stared at Nie Er with barely controlled 
rage. 

Aware that he was at fault here, Nie Er released Yan 
Hedging, scoffed and stood up. 

“Nie Er! Are you asking for a beating?” Li Wuding’s eyes 
were trained on him, enraged as he interrogated him in a 
stern voice. 

“General Li, please have mercy.” Someone pleaded mercy 
for Nie Er. “This person is from Southern Yan. Nie Er’s 
brother died tragically at the hands of Southern Yan soldiers, 
so Nie Er... General Li, please.” 

“Enough. After the contest, you'll receive a punishment of 
ten strokes,” Li Wuding finished harshly before returning to 
the tent. 

No one dared to say anything else, well aware that Li 
Wuding had always been fair in doling out punishments 
and rewards. They obediently concurred before going their 
separate ways. 

Nie Er spat at Yan Heqing, then slid an arm around Xie 
Chungui’s shoulders. “Hmph, satisfying. These ten strokes 
are worth it. Let’s go, Little Xie. Before the contest begins, I’ll 
teach you a few moves.” 

Someone laughed at him. “Save it. You? Xie Chungui is a 
much better fighter than you.” 


Nie Er released Xie Chungui to give the other person a 
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shove. “Scram, scram, scram, what a load of crap.” 

Xie Chungui turned back and took a couple of glances 
at Yan Heqing, who had yet to get back on his feet. The 
man’s expression was hidden under his lowered head, so he 
paid him no more attention, leaving with the rest in hearty 
laughter. 

As the crowd dispersed, Yan Heqing rose gradually. His 
hand firmly gripped the hilt of the blade at his waist, pressing 
so hard that his palm flushed red, but Yan Heqing did not 
register it. He straightened, adjusting his robes slowly and 
dusting off the dirt on his body. Lifting his head, his eyes 
were slightly frosty, seemingly emotionless. 

Yan Heqing looked at the military camp with calm indif- 
ference, as though observing something on the cusp of fated 


ruin. 


When Li Wuding returned, Xiao Yuan looked up, sitting 
cross-legged on the felt carpet. “What happened?” 

“The soldiers were fighting, but it’s been handled,” Li 
Wuding responded. 

Xiao Yu’an nodded, then piped up, “Oh, what about 
General Loser?” 

“Is Your Majesty asking about Lu She?” 

“Right, right. Loser.” 

Lu She, a strong competitor for the position of Defender 
General, given his identity as Prince Wuning’s trusted aide. 

Li Wuding replied, “General Lu doesn’t usually come to 


the camp.” 
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Xiao Yu’an supported his head with one hand in resig- 
nation; this was another reason that added to his dilemma. 
If the position of Defender General was handed to Lu She, 
as was written in the novel, the Northern Empire’s soldiers 
would become increasingly disheartened, their will to fight 
crumbling. 

But if he chose Li Wuding, the Northern Empire would 
be like a bird trapped in a cage, unable to escape and left to 
be trampled on by Southern Yan’s cavalry when he inevitably 
defected. 

Seeing Xiao Yu’an’s continued silence, Li Wuding sat 
up straight, both hands placed on his knees as he waited 
patiently. 

Suddenly, a rush of jovial cheers and shouts came from 
outside the tent. With his musings interrupted, Xiao Yu’an 
raised his head to ask, “What is it?” 

Li Wuding answered, “Probably someone’s victory in the 
contest.” 

“It’s begun?” Xiao Yu’an stood. “Let’s go have a look, 
then.” 

They left the tent and headed towards the arena. Yan 
Hegqing, who was originally guarding the tent, followed suit. 

As they continued on their way, Xiao Yu’an suddenly 
stopped in his tracks, turning and pulling Yan Heqing’s palm 
over for a look. Brushing away the grains of sand trapped in 
Yan Heqing s hair, Xiao Yu’an asked, “Who touched you?” 

Yan Heqing answered, “No one.” 


Simultaneously, Li Wuding chimed in, “Nie Er.” 
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Their synchronized responses revealed different answers. 

Xiao Yuan glanced from Yan Heqing to Li Wuding, then 
pointed at the latter. “Explain.” 

“The soldiers got into a conflict earlier and began fighting. 
I’ve failed to manage them properly. I request Your Majesty’s 
punishment—” 

Xiao Yu’an interrupted, “That name. Could you say it 
again?” 

Confounded, Li Wuding nonetheless responded, “Nie 
Er.” 

人 ze Ere 

Xiao Yuan fell deep into thought, two fingers resting 
against his jaw. Though the name sounded familiar, he had 
no recollection of any plot in the novel involving this man at 
the moment. 

Another round of cheers and applause broke out from 
the arena, and Xiao Yu’an shifted his focus. Xie Chungui, 
positioned on his horse in the distance, drew his bow with an 
arrow. With immense focus and a powerful pull, he released 
the arrow, hitting the bullseye—what a high-spirited and 
enthusiastic young man he was. 

Despite the endless applause, Xie Chungui remained 
humble, leaping off his horse to express gratitude to the 
cheering crowd with his hands respectfully cupped. 

Someone came forward to report. “General Li, the results 
for horsemanship are out. First in place is the Xie family’s 
youngest, Xie Chungui.” 


Li Wuding smiled, seemingly unsurprised. “Got it.” 
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After horsemanship, it was time for individual combat. 
Due to the overwhelming number of participants, the 
contest was split across two arenas. Xiao Yuan stood before 
one of them and watched in excitement. Suddenly, someone 
shouted after a sharp-faced soldier with small eyes triumphed, 
“Impressive, Nie Er, you’ve got some tricks up your sleeve.” 

Xiao Yuan immediately focused his gaze on that soldier, 
catching the moment when he made a highly provocative 
hand gesture towards the spectator’s crowd. 

It was meant for Yan Heqing. 

When Yan Heging looked away, Nie Er burst out into 
snorting laughter. 

Suddenly, Xiao Yu’an realised who Nie Er was. 

In the novel, this soldier, Nie Er, was responsible for 
escorting Yan Heqing from Southern Yan to the Northern 
Empire following the collapse of the kingdom. Nie Er’s older 
brother had died on the battlefield, so he deeply resented the 
people of Southern Yan. He spared no effort in humiliating 
Yan Heqing during the journey, either giving him food that 
was mouldy or none at all, then almost succeeded at crippling 
Yan Heqing’s arm! 

The most impressive part of this plot for Xiao Yu’an was 
when Nie Er forced Yan Heqing’s head into dirty water and 
spat out venomously, “Aren’t you a dog? Why don’t you 
bark? Come on, I'll give you food if you bark.” 

Understanding this as the setup for Yan Heqing’s descent 
into darkness, Xiao Yu’an sighed in resignation at the plot’s 


requirements. He then scrolled down the comments section 
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and left multiple rants comprising the message: 
“Dear author, you wicked stepmother, please accept 


my knives of criticism. Thank you.” 


A trace of upset flickered in CEO Xiao’s heart. He 
tightened the sleeves of his brocade robe uneasily and turned 
to Yan Heging, “If I had a suit jacket draped over me and a 
cigar in hand, I could start a new chapter in my journey to 
becoming a domineering CEO.” 

Yan Heqing could not comprehend. “What?” 

Xiao Yu’an chuckled. Then, he leapt onto the arena and 
beckoned Nie Er, who was still in the arena, over. “Come, 
let’s exchange blows.” 

The crowd broke out into an uproar. The young emperor, 
with his gentle face and slender features, had a physique 
that was far from sturdy. What a shocking move! Nie Er, 
too, was stunned, breathing hard for a good moment before 
stammering, “Your Majesty, I-I dare not to...” 

“Don’t worry, just treat me like a normal person.” Xiao 
Yu’an approached in a few steps. 

Nie Er surveyed Xiao Yu’an’s lean arms and legs— 
he would shatter the emperor’s weak body with a touch. 
Panting heavily, he could only protest, “No, Your Majesty, ’m 
afraid that if I attack, if I hurt you... that’s not going to be 
good.” 

Xiao Yu’an smiled, then twisted Nie Er’s left arm without 
any warning, brutally spinning him around in the air before 


slamming him into the ground. 
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The crowd erupted again. Nie Er was stuck in a stupor, 
only registering the stabbing pain gradually making its way 
up his left arm as he regained his senses. Panicked, he quickly 
freed himself from Xiao Yu’an, flipping over and rising to his 
feet. 

Xiao Yu’an was smiling on the surface, but internally, he 
mused, This emperor ts way too weak! I couldn't even twist 
someone's arm properly! Didn't he know that he would last 
longer in bed tf he trained more in his free time? 

Although he had suffered indignity, how could Nie Er 
dare to exchange blows with the emperor? Hurriedly, he 
cupped his fist respectfully and said, “Your Majesty is really 
skilled, I can’t compare. I surrender, I surrender.” 

With that, Nie Er quickly fled the arena, deathly afraid of 
being caught between a rock and a hard place. 

How boring. Dissatisfied, Xiao Yu’an jumped out of the 
arena, bottling up his frustration inside. A hand supported 
him with a steady and firm hold. Lifting his eyes, Xiao 
Yuan met Yan Heqing’s gaze, where his eyes shimmered as if 
reflecting numerous lights and glittering stars. Yan Heqing 
murmured, “Thank you.” 


Xiao Yu’an’s frustration vanished in a heartbeat. 


While chaos reigned in this arena as though the soldiers 
were playing house, in the other arena, they were playing for 
real, every fist sinking into flesh. 

Xie Chungui utilised his full strength in every move but 


was unable to defend himself against Li Wuding’s attacks. 
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Outside the arena, someone muttered, “Why are these two 
fighting each other so brutally?” 

“Huh? Don’t you know?” 

“Know what?” 

“General Li told Xie Chungui that if he defeated him, he’d 
make him his deputy general.” 

“Xie Chungui is so outstanding. Why won’t General Li 
take it easy on him?” 

“He did, but it made Xie Chungui so angry that he refused 
to acknowledge the fight’s outcome. Since then, General Li 
would exchange blows with him at his full strength.” 

“T see.” 

During the conversation, Xie Chungui had been defeated. 

He half-knelt on the ground with his fists clenched tight, 
seemingly unwilling to recognise this result. Li Wuding 
suddenly patted him on the head. “You’ve improved.” 

Xie Chungui said through gritted teeth, “But I still can’t 
win.” 

Li Wuding’s lips curved into a smile. “You will.” 

Xie Chungui looked up, his gaze burning and his tone 
determined. “I definitely will.” 

Li Wuding pulled him up, his eyes fixed on him with the 
same genial smile. “Sure. I’ll wait for that day.” 


With their promise, the contest came to a close. 
After tossing and turning in bed repeatedly the whole 
night, Xiao Yu’an decided to pass the position of Defender 


General to Li Wuding. 
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He did not want to go down the same path as shown in 
the novel. Although Li Wuding might betray the Northern 
Empire in the future, as one of General Sun’s trusted con- 
fidants, he would not condone the soldiers’ disgraceful acts 
against the commoners, as depicted in the story. 

Upon receiving the imperial decree, Li Wuding knelt and 
prostrated himself on the ground, momentarily speechless 
before he croaked out a “Thank you, Your Majesty” to Xiao 
Yu an. 

This accomplishment was such a big affair that Li Wuding 
would normally set up a celebratory banquet in his own 
manor. However, due to General Sun’s critical condition, it 
was hardly appropriate to organise a grand event. So he only 
invited several comrades who he had fought with in battles, 
emphasizing that it was just an intimate get-together with 
liquor to liven things up. 

Though he had never fought alongside Li Wuding in 
battle, Xie Chungui received an invitation as well. It being his 
first celebratory banquet, he took it seriously. He solemnly 
decided on a gift with his mother, and after donning brocade 
robes, he arrived at General Li’s manor in a horse carriage. 

General Li’s battle accomplishments were plenty, and his 
name had spread far and wide, but his manor was so ratty 
that the carriage driver nearly thought he had gone to the 
wrong location. 

There were neither guards nor servants; only a painting of 
a door god against a red backdrop adorned the narrow, ver- 


milion door. Xie Chungui approached and knocked twice, 
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only to find the door unlocked. After some hesitation, he 
entered to see a simple courtyard with stone chairs, wooden 
sheds, grapevines and a well. 

Still in a daze, Xie Chungui saw someone walk out of the 
kitchen. 

Cooking smoke curling upwards, Li Wuding held a chick- 
en and duck each in his hands. Then, he took a look at Xie 
Chungui, who was clad from head to toe in silk and satin, 
then at the valuable, rare treasure of a gift he had in his grasp. 
Finally, Li Wuding craned his neck to look at his own coarse, 
linen robes. “Erm... oh... well... Do you want some supreme 
duck soup?” 

With that, Li Wuding raised the white-feathered duck 
by the neck. It was unwilling to succumb to the cruelty of 
fate, struggling to break free from its eventual death at Li 
Wuding’s hands. A few duck feathers stained with mud 
twirled as they fell, landing on the valuable jade and silk that 
Xie Chungui was holding. 

Li Wuding quietly stuffed the duck behind him. 

“Y-you...” Xie Chungui stammered, so startled that his 
tone turned formal. “General Li, are you making the evening 
feast yourself?” 

Li Wuding nodded with a smile. “My fault. I wasn’t clear 
earlier. It’s not a banquet, just a few comrades gathering for a 
meal. Please excuse me for making you go to such lengths in 
preparation.” 

TI was the one who didn’t catch on.” Xie Chungui 


lowered his head in embarrassment. 
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He had just finished speaking when someone else pushed 
through the doors and entered. It was their fellow soldiers. 
A tall man with facial hair and a bright, resounding and 
energetic voice shouted the moment he entered. “Oh! Li 
Wuding! Well, well, we have to call you Defender General 
Li now, isn’t that right? Have you prepared the liquor? 
And damn, who’s this? Why are you dressed like this? Oh, 
isn’t this Xie Chungui? Are you here to meet young ladies? 
Damn, you ve only got rugged old men here haha!” 

Xie Chungui stammered, visibly embarrassed and 
distressed as he fixed his eyes on the ground. 

Li Wuding whacked the moustached soldier out of the 
way with his shoulder. “What? Being sarcastic because you 
can’t handle a young man looking so distinguished?” 

“Cough! Isn’t it because I feel sorry on his behalf? Look at 
how much thought he put into celebrating for you, yet this is 
what you entertain him with.” The moustached man did not 
lose his vigour, laughing out heartily. 

Li Wuding laughed as well, then said to Xie Chungui, 
“Place the gift in the room first. If you don’t mind, you can 
change into my clothes, lest these people taint you with 
the stale odour of liquor when they get drunk and make a 
ruckus.” 

“Alright.” Xie Chungui nodded. 

Li Wuding laughed again, the sound clear and loud, then 
returned to the cooking shed. 

The courtyard was not large, but there were still a few 


available rooms. Uncertain over which door to pick, Xie 
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Chungui turned around for help. Noticing this, the mous- 
tached man chuckled and gave Xie Chungui a pat. “Don’t 
worry, there are no females in Li Wuding’s household. You 
can enter any room; the one that has his armour and battle 
robes hanging up on the wall is his bedroom.” 

Xie Chungui found the Li Manor even more interesting 
with every passing moment. “General Li is decorated with 
war accomplishments. Why’s he still single?” 

The moustached man coughed and answered, “Others 
tried to matchmake him, but he himself didn’t want to 
marry, saying... “When I’m on the battlefield, who knows 
when I'll die? I don’t want to ruin any woman’s future.” 

Xie Chungui nodded in understanding and entered the 


adjacent room after. 


This room could not get any simpler—a bed, a round table 
and a few short stools, and if not for several seemingly well- 
loved military books marked by crinkled pages on the shelf, 
one could not tell that anyone was living here. Xie Chungui 
changed his attire and could not resist picking up a book. As 
he flipped through its pages, he lost track of time. When he 
snapped back to reality, he hastily returned the book to its 
place and shot out of the room. 

Li Wuding was setting the bowls and chopsticks on the 
table in the courtyard; those seated around the big round 
table had already started drinking. Seeing Xie Chungui, the 
moustached man beckoned him over. 


“Little Xie! C’mere! We’ve been waiting for you!” 
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The dishes on the table were definitely nothing fancy, and 
the plating was also incredibly random, but they tasted great. 
The group of men ate heartily, the food vanishing at a rapid 
rate—the meat dishes were half empty in a jiffy. Xie Chungui 
was different from these soldiers who came from humble 
beginnings. His family had instilled proper manners in him 
from an early age; compared to these men who were gnawing 
at a lamb leg directly with their hands, Xie Chungui’s table 
manners could be said to be exceedingly decorous. 

Li Wuding looked at the starving soldiers shoving food 
down their throats, then at Xie Chungui, who was chewing 
thoroughly and swallowing slowly with his head bent 
downwards. He smiled, resigned. Picking up an empty plate, 
he filled it with various meat and placed it in front of Xie 
Chungui. 

Xie Chungui was the youngest member of his family, but 
never once had he received any special treatment, including 
eating from his very own plate of food. Flabbergasted, Xie 
Chungui waved his hands profusely. “General Li, I...” 

Li Wuding interrupted, “It’s alright. There aren’t that 
many rules here at my place. Eat some more. After all, you’re 
still growing at your age. If you don’t eat more, how do you 
expect to defeat me?” 

Xie Chungui tightened his grip around his chopsticks. He 
stopped speaking and wolfed down his rice and dishes. 


After several rounds of drinks, a few of them were quite 


tipsy. They threw their chopsticks down on the table and 
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started to reminisce about their glory days on the battlefield 
and what had driven them to enlist. 

Every generation of the Xie family joined the military. 
Xie Chungui, having known from birth that his future was 
destined for a tumultuous battlefield of clashing swords and 
thunderous hooves, found everyone’s reasons for enlistment 
inconceivable and surprising. 

Xie Chungui nodded as he listened, then suddenly turned 
to ask Li Wuding, “General Li, why did you decide to join 
the military?” 

Li Wuding put some thought into it, then answered, “I 
won't say it, lest you get disappointed.” 

Xie Chungui continued to stare at him in discontent. 
Helplessly, Li Wuding agreed, “Alright, I'll tell you. I only 
joined to survive.” 

Xie Chungui froze. “To survive?” 

Nodding, Li Wuding explained, “When I was sixteen, 
there was a famine in my village. However, we had no choice 
but to turn over the last bit of our supplies to the court 
because our kingdom was at war. I became a soldier so I’d 
have food to survive.” 

“What about your parents and siblings?” 

Li Wuding stuffed the last bead of rice at the bottom of 
the bowl into his mouth and murmured, “They all starved to 
death.” 

Just five words, light and fleeting, no heavier than a 
feather; yet, they weighed down on Xie Chungui’s heart like 


a mountain. He fell into silence. 
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Some people’s noble beliefs and obsession were simply the 
bottom line for some others to survive. 

They were able to go all out despite the simple evening 
celebration. The group drank till late before leaving reluc- 
tantly. When Li Wuding had sent off the others, he returned 
to the manor, only to see Xie Chungui already changed back 
into his robes. Li Wuding asked, “How about taking the gift 
back? It’s too valuable.” 

“It was a gift from my mother. I hope General Li will like 

it.” 
It was not polite for Li Wuding to refuse him another 
time, so he chuckled cheerfully. “Then I'll accept it. When 
you finally accomplish your goals, [ll definitely return the 
favour in kind... no, ’ll double it.” 

The glow of a blazing fire burned in the depths of Xie 


Chungui’s eyes. “It’s a deal.” 


While they rejoiced, some others were burdened with 
worry. 

Prince Wuning’s manor had been enshrouded in gloom 
and doom since the confirmation of Li Wuding taking on 
the mantle of Defender General. 

The young emperor once promised Prince Wuning that 
he would transfer the position of Defender General to his 
trusted aide. Now that his plans had fallen through, Prince 
Wuning felt as if he was treading on thin ice, sensing an 
impending crisis. 


Silence reigned in the dark of the night. Prince Wuning 
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and several of his aides were discussing their plans of rebel- 
lion in his manor. “Your Highness, Southern Yan has been 
secretly sending troops over to assist us. We must be decisive 
when it comes to the rebellion. This cannot be delayed.” 

Prince Wuning pressed at his forehead with one head, 
letting out a heavy sigh. “But His Majesty doesn’t leave the 
palace at all, day or night...” 

His aide mumbled, “Your Highness, His Majesty will 
definitely head out of the palace on a trip in a few days.” 

Prince Wuning looked at him in disbelief. “Why?” 

The aide whispered into his ear, then ended on one final 
note. “It’s all up to Your Highness’ decision.” 

“Is it too impulsive of us to trigger the rebellion now?” 

“Your Highness, how so? You’ve been preparing for the 
longest time. Moreover, His Majesty’s temperament has 
changed so much. He’s no longer intimate with men and 
even gave the Defender General position to Li Wuding. 
Aren’t these signs that he’s targeting you? Your Highness, it’s 
taboo to be held back by indecision.” 

Prince Wuning nodded, malice and resolution flashing 


across his eyes. 


General Sun passed away three days after Li Wuding 
assumed his new role. That day, the Northern Empire expe- 
rienced the last vestiges of spring chills and its very last snow. 
The honour General Sun received when he was alive and the 
grief he brought everyone when he died—all of it was buried 


under the pristine frost. 
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Despite General Sun’s wish for a simple burial, Xiao Yu’an 
did not comply. Instead, the general was laid to rest with the 
full military funeral rites befitting his rank, complete with a 
military funeral procession. 

Xiao Yu’an saw Li Wuding and Xie Chungui again on the 
day of the procession. They were dressed in white linen robes 
and carried the coffin as if escorting the old general to the 
underworld. 

General Sun did not have children, but he had no lack of 
willing pallbearers. 

White flags fluttered forlornly in the wind, yellow incense 
paper cascading through the air as wails and sobs ebbed and 
flowed like waves. Standing before the tombstone, which 
was graced with dragon and turtle motifs, Xiao Yuan felt a 
sudden shift in the wind, the clouds above turning ominous, 


and the world around him falling eerily cold. 


As evening approached, Xiao Yu’an rode in his imperial 
carriage on the journey back to the palace after the burial. 
Guards surrounded the carriage for his protection, making 
an absurdly long entourage. 

Hongxiu, who was walking next to the carriage, noticed 
Xiao Yu’an’s bad mood and asked in concern, “Your Majesty, 
are you alright?” 

Xiao Yu’an shook his head. “I’m alright. I just didn’t 
expect it to snow again.” 

Hongxiu comforted him. “Your Majesty, you don’t have 


to worry. It’s already the twenty-eighth day of the second 
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month. This has to be the last snow of spring this year.” 

Xiao Yu’an’s tone suddenly changed as he caught a 
keyword. “The twenty-eighth?” 

“That’s right. Your Majesty, what is it?” 

Xiao Yuan gripped the carriage’s handles, a strange sense 
of unease slowly unfurling from within. 

The twenty-eighth—this was Yang Liu’an’s original death 
anniversary. In the novel, General Sun did not have a funeral; 
instead, the Northern Empire’s emperor went out for fun 
on this day, and en route back to the palace, dissatisfied 
commoners oppressed under tyrannical rule attempted to 
assassinate him. As his personal guard, Yang Liu’an lost his 
head while protecting his master. 

And today, Yan Heqing was in Yang Liu’an’s role. 

Xiao Yu’an raised his eyes and looked in Yan Heqing’s 
direction. The man was following the carriage on the left— 
Xiao Yu’an took in several deep breaths to erase the unease he 
felt. 

It won't happen, Xiao Yuan told himself. He lived frugally 
and simply and had never imposed heavy taxes, much less 
oppressed the commoners. In addition, he was not out for 
a day of fun, and the route back to the palace was different 
too—there was no need to worry. 

Xiao Yu’an consoled himself repeatedly, feeling a little 
better after. He looked up to see Yan Heqing staring at him 
with worry, and Xiao Yuan offered a smile in return. The 
surroundings were strangely quiet, the falling snow fading 


and dark clouds hanging low over the city. The crescent 
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moon slowly hid itself behind the clouds, plunging the 
surroundings into darkness. Strong winds raced past in the 
obscurity, making it difficult for Xiao Yu’an to discern Yan 
Heqing s expression clearly. 

Their gazes met, and as the moonlight momentarily 
broke through the clouds, scattered moonbeams cast on the 
ground, Xiao Yu’an squinted— 

A sharp arrow whistled, piercing through the air and 
firmly lodging in the carriage he was in, right next to his ear! 

In a split second, innumerable arrows were fired. Guards 
who could not dodge or hide in time, or those who had let 
down their guard were instantly turned into porcupines, 
their deaths a harrowing sight to witness. 

Shielded securely by Yan Heqing, Xiao Yu’an was guarded 
as arrows rained. Yan Heqing wielded his sword and deflected 
countless arrows, pushing Xiao Yu’an behind the imperial 
carriage. “Stay here and don’t come out!” 

“Wait, wait!” Xiao Yu’an grew cold all over, his speech 
incoherent, but he was quick to get to his feet and pull 
Hongxiu, who was next to the carriage, over. The carriage 
concealed him, shielding him from the barrage of sharp 
arrows. 

An arrow was lodged in Hongxiu’s arm, fresh blood 
streaming down and staining her skirt red. Her face was pale, 
and terror could be seen in her eyes. In a choked voice, she 
asked, “Y-Your Majesty, Your Majesty. A-Are you alright?” 

Xiao Yu’an applied pressure to her wound, repeatedly 


comforting her, “I’m alright. Don’t be afraid, itl be alright. 
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Don’t be scared.” 


The remaining guards quickly surrounded the carriage, 
brandishing their blades to protect their master. The sound 
of firing arrows ceased, silence enveloping the space for a 
full second before numerous figures clad in black suddenly 
emerged from the dark! Without hesitation, they charged 
forward with their swords. 

“Protect His Majesty!” The guards shouted as knives 
clashed. Yet, they found themselves overpowered by the sheer 
numbers of the opposing force. 

The metallic smell of blood filled the air. As glinting 
swords clashed, Yan Heqing grabbed Xiao Yu’an’s arm and 
urged anxiously, “Hurry! Go!” 

Yan Heqing had just finished speaking when five men in 
black closed in on them. They were all skilled in martial arts, 
every move vicious and merciless but avoiding Yan Heqing’s 
critical points. Their only purpose seemed to be separating 
him from Xiao Yu’an, but Yan Heqing shadowed Xiao Yu’an 
closely. 

They were at an impasse for a while before more men in 
black came forward brandishing their blades. Yan Heqing 
gradually began to falter. Unable to protect Xiao Yu’an, the 
two were forcibly separated. 

Yan Heqing was caught by the arm and made to kneel on 
the ground, unable to move. One of the men slowly ambled 
his way forward and removed the cloth covering his face—it 


was Prince Wuning. 
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Yan Heging stared at him, conflicting emotions flashing 
across his eyes. His limbs and bones gradually turned cold. 
Yan Heqing tried to speak, but it was as if someone had a 
death grip around his throat, strangling him so tight that he 
could no longer see straight, his blood freezing. 

Prince Wuning’s presence exposed the truth behind the 
rebellion. All these men were undoubtedly Southern Yan 
soldiers on loan to Prince Wuning. As for Yan Heqing, he 
was also one of the driving forces behind this rebellion. 

Prince Wuning chuckled softly as he murmured, “Prince 
Yan, you truly played your part well. I know that you’re 
His Majesty’s personal guard. Don’t fret, you don’t have to 
worry about your reputation getting ruined in your failure to 
protect your master. When I’ve succeeded, I’ll immediately 
send you back to Southern Yan.” 

With that, Prince Wuning gestured with a hand. 

“Wait—” Yan Heqing’s eyes contracted as he looked in 
the direction that Xiao Yu’an had fled in. He struggled with 
all his might but was dealt a heavy blow to his neck, falling 
unconscious to the ground. 

Surrounded by innumerable foes, Xiao Yu’an found es- 
cape impossible. Protecting Hongxiu, he landed a punch on 
the face of a black-clad man charging at him but was attacked 
from the back with a kick, causing him to pitch forward. 

“Your Majesty!” Hongxiu screamed, wanting to help him 
up, but she was pulled aside. 

Xiao Yu’an stumbled, immediately besieged by numerous 


enemies that pressed him to the ground. As he glanced up, he 


-319- 


Pe 


Hew fe Survive 


as a Villain 


found Prince Wuning looking down at him with an almost 
manic grin on his face. 

“Your Majesty, well, I actually didn’t intend for things to 
get this far.” Prince Wuning crouched until he was at Xiao 
Yu’an’s eye level. “But why did you give military power to Li 
Wuding?” 

Xiao Yu’an laughed coldly, “If I give it to that loser general 
of yours, the Northern Empire would be done for.” 

“Tsk, Your Majesty. That’s not what you said to me in the 
past. You’ve gone back on your word.” Prince Wuning’s eyes 
narrowed. 

“Aren’t you the one who can’t be trusted, the one who 
usually flatters and charms but is secretly colluding with 
different factions?” Xiao Yu’an mocked in return. 

When it comes to fighting spirit, I won't lose to you! I'll 
fucking diss you until the moment I die! 

“Your Majesty, you’re still unforgiving with your words 
at a time like this.” Prince Wuning smiled. “Don’t worry, 
Your Majesty. The Northern Empire will undoubtedly thrive 
more in my hands than in yours.” 

Xiao Yu’an snorted, “Those men aren’t soldiers of the 
Northern Empire, are they? You’ve no choice but to rely on 
the assistance of other kingdoms even for a rebellion. What 
gives you the confidence to say that? How will you ensure 
the throne is yours afterwards?” 

“It will be.” Prince Wuning got to his feet, slowly raising 
the knife in his hands. His eyes glinted, full of killing intent. 


“As long as you’re dead, the throne will be mine!” 
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Fate was just unpredictable. Silence engulfed his world, 


and resigning to his end, Xiao Yu’an gently shut his eyes. 


“Your Majesty!” 

A scream cut through the air; Xiao Yu’an immediately 
opened his eyes, and it was the last thing he ever wanted to 
see. 

Hongxiu had shielded him. How slender and delicate she 
was, but a knife had sliced through her throat, then her face. 
She fell to the ground before him in slow motion, a haunting 
scene etched into his memory, destined to replay endlessly for 
the rest of his life. 

Warm liquid splattered across Xiao Yu’an’s face; his whole 
body suddenly began to shake. 

He was deaf to all sounds, not hearing Prince Wuning say, 
“So there’s someone who’s willing to shield you from my 
blade. I suppose being an emperor was pretty worth it for 
you.” 

The world was a blur to Xiao Yu’an. He was blind to 
Prince Wuning brandishing his blade again. However, a 
sharp arrow pierced through Prince Wuning’s arm, and the 
blade fell to the ground in an outcry of despair. 

He was oblivious, even when Li Wuding shouted, “I was 
late to the rescue!” 

The sudden, split-second change in situation went unno- 
ticed by him. 

Xiao Yuan moved forward and tightly hugged a bloodied 
Hongxiu to himself. All he could think was, How could this 
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Hongxiu grasped Xiao Yu’an’s sleeves tightly. Her throat 
had been cut open by the knife, the gnarly wound stretching 
to the left side of her face—it was a splash of shocking red. As 
if she wanted to say something, she opened her mouth, only 
for her throat to gurgle and bleed the moment she did. 

Hongxiu made a few meaningless sounds, her mouth 
agape as she struggled to breathe, but more and more blood 
pooled. She reached out slowly, and with the last bit of 
strength she had, she removed the vermilion hairpin from her 
head and stuffed it into Xiao Yu’an’s hand. 

Xiao Yu’an watched as Hongxiu smiled at him, her lips 
barely curving as the movement pulled at the knife wound. It 
looked excruciatingly painful. 

After that, her arm dropped, and she ceased to breathe. 

“No... It can’t be, it’s not supposed to be like this...” 

Xiao Yu’an heard himself mumbling, his voice filled with 
despair and anguish. He hugged Hongxiu’s thin body tightly, 
trembling helplessly as if he wanted to stop her warmth from 
dissipating, but it was all in vain. 

It’s not supposed to be like this. Hongxiu’s ending ts not 
supposed to be like this! She should've escaped the imperial city 
after the Northern Empire's fall, taking her siblings with her 
and living the rest of her life peacefully in a little village. 

How did things come to this? How?! 

“That’s how it is.” 

Fate’s cruel murmur echoed next to Xiao Yu’an’s ears. 


“That’s how it is. You knew that after Yan Heqing and 
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Prince Wuning met, Prince Wuning would receive Southern 
Yan’s military assistance. You then transferred the role of 
Defender General to Li Wuding, forcing Prince Wuning to 
rebel. 

Isn’t that how you got to this point? 

Hongxiu died because of you. 

What right do you have to consider yourself an outsider? 
By what authority do you behave and treat others according 
to your whims? 

Indeed, what right do you have?” 

The wind howled and swept by, the sound akin to a sinis- 
ter cackle, just like a woman laughing bitterly and cursing at 


him. 
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TT" rebellion initiated by Prince Wuning 
sent shockwaves through the imperial 
court. Despite Li Wuding’s prompt arrival, 
having caught wind of the rebellion well in 
advance, he arrived too late to prevent its 
outbreak. 

Thankfully, His Majesty was unscathed. 

With this, the tides changed again; Prince 
Wuning’s once-adherents and his close confi- 
dants were sent to prison, where they would 
await judgment following a thorough inquiry. 

Yan Heqing entered Xiao Yu’an’s bedcham- 
ber that very night, only to see him standing at 
the windows. His hands were tightly wrapped 
around the vermilion hairpin as he stared, 
unblinking, at the blooming pear tree in the 
corner of the courtyard. 


The hairpin was stained with blood still, 
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covered in dark speckles. 

Xiao Yu’an turned, and at the sight of Yan Heging, he 
asked, “Why did you come? How are your injuries healing?” 

With his eyes trained on Xiao Yu’an, Yan Heqing gently 
murmured, “I knew you couldn’t sleep, so I came over.” 

Understanding struck Xiao Yu’an. He had told Yan 
Heging that sleep eluded him without Hongxiu accompany- 
ing him at his bedside. 

“You... are you alright?” Yan Heqing asked carefully. 

Xiao Yu’an dropped his gaze to the hairpin in his hands. In 
a trance, he mumbled, “Say, if Hongxiu knew that I wasn’t 
the Northern Empire’s emperor, would she still die for me? 
In the underworld, would she regret it? And as for me... 
What right did I have to make her die for me? What right did 
I have...” 

Yan Heqing approached, enfolding Xiao Yu’an’s hands in 
his and hiding the hairpin from sight. “You’re thinking too 
much.” 

Raising his chin, Xiao Yu’an’s eyes met Yan Heqing’s— 
helplessness and anguish pooled in his eyes, every tear of 
sorrow tugging at Yan Heqing’s heartstrings. “Yan Heqing, 
she died because of me.” 

Yan Heqing pulled Xiao Yu’an into his embrace tenderly, 
offering solace with gentle pats on his back. “It’s not. You’re 
not to blame.” 

With his head bowed, Xiao Yu’an’s expression was 
indiscernible. He held onto Yan Heqing’s clothes in a steely 


grip, his knuckles going white. “Yan Heqing, stay with me 
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tonight.” 


“Sure, Pll be at your side.” 


Night descended, 

Evening’s breeze carried a chill, 

Whispering grievances, murmuring, 

A lament soft and still. 

Xiao Yu’an listened to Yan Heqing’s breaths as they 
lengthened gradually, then sat up and watched his sleeping 
face in silence. After a long moment, he retrieved a key from 
Yan Heqing’s robes. 

Draping a cloak over himself as he got up, Xiao Yu’an 
moved with agility as he left his bedchamber. The guard 
standing outside paled in fright but quickly quietened when 
he saw Xiao Yuan gesture at him to keep silent. 

Xiao Yuan stepped over the cold, desolate moonlight cast 
upon the ground and made his way noiselessly to the side 
quarters—this was where Yan Heqing, his personal guard, 
resided. Opening the doors with the key, Xiao Yu’an stepped 
in without a sound. 

Under the moon’s glow, Xiao Yu’an surveyed the layout 
of the room before walking over to the bed. Bending over, 
he felt for the wooden boards under the bed inch by inch, 
then made another attempt after coming up empty. Finally, 
he came across a small gap at the innermost spot; it was a 
crudely constructed secret compartment, just as the novel 
had described it. 


Xiao Yu’an pulled out a tiny scroll from this compartment 
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and unrolled it. Scanning it briefly, he straightened and 
stuffed it into his robes, then retreated from the room as 


quietly as he had arrived, locking the door fully behind him. 


When Yan Heqing opened his eyes the next day, he realised 
that Xiao Yu’an was already up and awake. 

Xiao Yu’an stood before the windows, his hands tightly 
holding onto the vermilion hairpin that Hongxiu had given 
him with her very last breath. At the noise, his eyes fell on 
Yan Heqing as he evenly remarked, “You’re awake? Thank 
you for staying with me. I should head to the imperial court.” 

“Alright.” Yan Heqing’s eyes met Xiao Yu’an’s, whose gaze 
was gentle but somehow devoid of a smile. With a start, Yan 
Heqing found something imperceptibly shifting between 
them. 

It was something they should have noticed from the start, 
and now that the veil had been ripped away, all was laid bare 
before their eyes. 

Truly, unbelievably cruel. 

If all people in this world were meant to turn their backs 
on each other, why did they still invest themselves emotional- 
ly in others? 

The silence between them lingered as they each sensed the 
other’s peculiarity. After expressing his plan to head to the 
imperial court once again, Xiao Yu’an departed. 

Yan Heqing adjusted his robes and prepared to return 
to his room, but just as he stepped out of Xiao Yu’an’s 


bedchamber, two vicious-looking men flanked him on both 
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sides. “You’re Yan Heqing?” 

Yan Heqing frowned. “Yes.” 

“Come with us.” As though afraid that Yan Heqing would 
flee, they brought him to the side quarters, with Yan Heqing 
sandwiched between them from the front and back. 

A tall and imposing man stood at the entrance, accompa- 
nied by a line of soldiers behind him. 

Yan Heqing’s two escorts put up their cupped fists in a 
respectful greeting. “General Li, we’ve brought him over.” 

Li Wuding nodded, lifting his eyes to scrutinise Yan 
Heqing in an intense glare. He spoke slowly, “Prince of 
Southern Yan, Yan Heqing.” 

Realisation struck him at that moment, but Yan Heqing 
kept silent, his expression cold. 

Li Wuding was not expecting a response either, pointing 
to the room as he ordered the soldiers behind him, “Search.” 

The moment his command came, the doors to the room 
were violently knocked open, a pitiful lock falling to the 
side forlornly as over ten soldiers surged into the room and 
commenced a thorough search. 

The flower vase was shattered, tables and chairs flipped 
over, and the bedsheets and covers poked through—they did 
not even spare the wadding as it was ripped apart. The room 
lay in utter disarray in no time at all. The soldiers ransacked 
the tiny room repeatedly but yielded no results. 

Li Wuding’s brows raised bit by bit as time passed. He 
entered the room, pacing back and forth with measured steps 


before finally coming to a stop in front of the messy bed. 
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Then, he asked one of the men, “Have you searched under 
the bed?” 

“We have, General Li.” 

After a moment of consideration, Li Wuding instructed, 
“Turn the whole bed over and look again.” 

“Yes!” 

Yan Heqing remained unfazed on the surface, but a chill 
gripped him from within. 

The entire bed was overturned under the combined efforts 
of three men. One of the soldiers meticulously ran his hand 
all over the exposed surface, then shouted out of the blue, 
“General Li! There’s a secret compartment here!” 

Li Wuding felt a flicker of joy at that. “Open it.” 

The soldier responded loudly in the afhrmative and then 
opened the compartment. Much to everyone’s surprise, it 
was empty. 

Li Wuding’s brows arched upwards. Approaching Yan 
Heqing in big strides, Li Wuding surveyed him, hostility 
evident in his eyes. “Why’s there a compartment here?” 

Yan Heqing met his gaze fearlessly. “I don’t know.” 

Clenching his jaw, Li Wuding turned and ordered, “Con- 
tinue the search.” 

The group was exceedingly thorough in their search but 
was still unable to find anything. Li Wuding certainly could 
not capture anyone at will without evidence. Resigned, all he 
could do was leave with his subordinates. 

When everyone left, Yan Heqing stood before the bed 


and stared at the empty slot. Suddenly struck with a bout of 
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breathlessness, Yan Heqing shook in trepidation, gripped by 


a sense of disquietude. 


Li Wuding made his way out of the palace in frustration; 
someone then stepped in his way without warning. 

It was Eunuch Zhao. 

Eunuch Zhao smiled. “General Li, Pm the administrator 
of the Imperial Household Department.” 

While Li Wuding had heard of an old official surnamed 
Zhao, who had been in service over three different dynasties, 
he did not usually cross paths with those from the Imperial 
Household Department. For a moment, he was bewildered, 
“Are you Eunuch Zhao?” 

“How unexpected—General Li recognises me. I’m truly 
flattered.” Eunuch Zhao cupped his fists respectfully. “I'd 
like to ask, did you lead the soldiers into the Imperial Palace 
because you suspect Yan Heging is involved with Prince 
Wuning’s collusion with Southern Yan?” 

Li Wuding thought for a while before answering honestly, 
“Exactly.” 

Eunuch Zhao nodded. “I understand. Thank you for 
letting me know.” 

Just as he was about to leave, Li Wuding reached out to 
stop him. “Eunuch Zhao, what’s the purpose of this?” 

Eunuch Zhao offered him another smile. “General Li, 
all of you are honourable men who dole out punishment 
according to evidence acquired, but I’m not the same. All I’m 


concerned with is how His Majesty can sleep in peace, free of 
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worries, and nothing more.” 

When he was done, Eunuch Zhao headed for the side 
quarters, thumping his fist repeatedly at his slightly curved 
back. 

It was rare for Eunuch Zhao to miscalculate—he had been 
in charge of the Imperial Household Department for many 
years and had always been resolute and ruthless. Eliminating 
an adversary with the assistance of others was one of his 
best plays, but he did not expect to fail where Yan Heqing 
was involved. Eunuch Zhao had believed that Yan Heqing, 
who had willingly become a pleasure slave, would definitely 
have had his arrogant spine broken. Looking at the situation 
today, he did not know if this outcome was a result of his 
foolishness in old age, or if Yan Heqing had just concealed 
himself too well. 

Thankfully, it was not too late to make things right. 
Eunuch Zhao had been in the Imperial Palace for more 
than forty years, and with all the torture methods he had at 
his disposal, he was most adept at prying someone’s mouth 


open. 


Xiao Yuan returned from the imperial court and napped 
for a little after his afternoon meal, then spent the rest of 
the day reviewing memorials sent to him. As the sun dipped 
below the horizon and the skies glowed in a golden hue, 
Xiao Yu’an looked up from the pile of memorials, sensing 
something was amiss. 


The maidservant who succeeded Hongxiu bowed as she 
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approached and greeted, “Your Majesty, it’s time for your 
evening meal.” 

Xiao Yuan nodded. Hongxiu’s figure constantly emerged 
in the haze of his mind; he stared at the vermilion hairpin by 
the table, his chest throbbing in pain again and again. 

Xiao Yu’an stood up, wanting to take a breather in the 
courtyard, but when he stepped past the door, that peculiar 
feeling surfaced again. He paced about in confusion until re- 
alisation suddenly struck him—he had not seen Yan Heqing 
at all since their farewell early this morning! 

Approaching the guards at the door, Xiao Yu’an asked, “Is 
Yan Heqing not on shift today?” 

The guards initially stammered in uncertainty until one 
of them spoke up, “Your Majesty, Yan Heqing has been 
temporarily reassigned to another palace.” 

“Which one?” 

“Yongning Palace.” 

“Did Princess Yongning request it?” 

“Yes, Your Majesty.” 

Crestfallen, Xiao Yu’an nodded. He returned to the 
Emperor’s Hall, and for a moment, he lost his appetite for 
his meal, instead standing at the window overlooking the 
courtyard, mulling over the future. 

Suddenly, Xiao Yu’an frowned. 

The guards were under the purview of the Imperial 
Household Department, and it was mandatory for transfers 
to pass through Eunuch Zhao’s hands. It was impossible for 


Princess Yongning to successfully transfer a guard merely 
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by requesting it. Moreover, Prince Wuning’s collusion 
with Southern Yan and his ensuing rebellion attempt had 
everyone in the palace teetering on the edge of fear. As the 
Southern Yan’s prince, Yan Heqing was certainly a hot target. 
It was strange that he would be transferred over to Princess 
Yongning under the current circumstances. 

Xiao Yu’an spun on his heel and rushed out of the 
Emperor’s Hall, ignoring the servants and guards calling out 
for him and heading straight for Yongning Palace. 

Once he got there and asked around, Princess Yongning 
was unaware, just as he had expected! 

Berating himself for being careless, Xiao Yu’an rushed to 


the Imperial Household Department. 


In the administrator’s quarters, Eunuch Zhao set his 
teacup down at His Majesty’s hasty arrival, knocking on his 
kneecaps as he straightened slowly from the wooden Grand 
Preceptor armchair. 

“Your Majesty,” he greeted. 

Xiao Yu’an surveyed this seemingly kind and benevolent 
old man and wondered who could have imagined the 
mounds of bones and slaughters that marked his hands. 

“Eunuch Zhao, you know why I’ve come here.” 

“I watched Your Majesty grow up, so how could I not 
know Your Majesty’s thoughts?” Eunuch Zhao answered. 
“But Your Majesty, considering that incident a few days 
ago, it’s prudent to be on guard. How about Your Majesty 


leave this entirely to me? I'll make sure you get a satisfactory 
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answer.” 

“Eunuch Zhao, you mustn’t come to conclusions yourself 
without any evidence.” 

“Your Majesty, we may not have any proof right now, but 
would each and every one of Prince Wuning’s aides be tight- 
lipped? When the truth comes to light, this person will still 
face the same fate. I simply don’t think there’s a need to wait 
unnecessarily, that’s all.” 

Xiao Yu’an’s mouth was pressed into a straight line. 
He had known that Yan Heqing would be in danger if he 
continued to stay in the Imperial Palace, but it did not occur 
to him that things would happen this quickly. 

Eunuch Zhao coughed lightly, covering his mouth, his 
back hunched even further. “In your younger days, you 
listened to my advice, but as Your Majesty grew older, I 
didn’t have that many opportunities to serve you. Today, I 
hope that Your Majesty can hear me out again. Regardless of 
how attached you are, some people simply have to go. You 
can always find a replacement, so it wouldn’t be a pity if we 
broke him. I’m just afraid that Your Majesty will be harmed 
while you’re infatuated with him.” 

Xiao Yu’an stared at Eunuch Zhao. For a moment, he was 
unsure of how to react. 

Eunuch Zhao was incredibly ruthless and vicious, but he 
was the last person in the world Xiao Yu’an could hate. After 
years of service in the palace, every action by Eunuch Zhao 
was driven by a single purpose—to ensure the stability of the 


Northern Empire and the safety of its emperor. 
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Even if Eunuch Zhao was spurned by the masses, there 
was no way Xiao Yuan could be one of them. 
“Your Majesty,” Eunuch Zhao rasped, his voice tinged 


with a plea. “This time, please listen to me.” 


In the dark and dank hidden room, a candle flame flick- 
ered continuously, its eerie, dancing glow enough to make 
anyone anxious. 

In the middle of the room, Yan Heqing’s hands were 
restrained by metal chains and hung over his head. His hair 
was dishevelled, his torso exposed and marred by whip lashes. 
Steward Feng looked at Yan Heqing while toying with the 
metal whip in his hands; the whip was embedded with barbs, 
and every lash was enough to rip into the skin and send 
blood splattering everywhere. 

“Does it hurt?” Steward Feng smiled, pressing at Yan 
Hegqing’s wounds and cruelly ripping into them. 

“Ugh.” Yan Heqing s entire body convulsed uncontrolla- 
bly as painful, suppressed groans rumbled from his throat. 

“When did you start conspiring to rebel with Prince Wun- 
ing? And the evidence? You might as well listen to a piece 
of advice from me. Tell me now so you don’t have to suffer 
any longer. Instead of prolonged pain, we'll keep it short and 
sweet,” Steward Feng persuaded courteously, cajoling at every 
turn. 

Unexpectedly, Yan Heqing paid him no heed, only laugh- 
ing coldly in response, the sound coloured with mockery. 


Steward Feng shook his head in regret, then lashed out 
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brutally at Yan Heqing’s body with the whip; the barbs dug 
into flesh and blood, deep wounds forming in its wake. Yan 
Heqing swallowed screams and groans down his throat, the 
agony so excruciating that he was struggling for air. 

“It’s impossible for you to escape in this situation, so why 
not reveal everything in exchange for less suffering? Don’t tell 
me you’re still waiting for His Majesty to save you.” Steward 
Feng flicked the whip in his hands, splattering the remnants 
of blood in a corner. “Wake up to reality. You conspired to 
rebel with others and almost took His Majesty’s life.” 

Yan Heqing’s breaths stuttered; every wheeze that came 
after was tinged with pain. 

“If you can’t endure it anymore, then speak. Reveal every- 
thing about your collusion with Prince Wuning—wouldn’t 
that be great? You’re going to die anyway, so you might as 
well die a quick death.” 

Steward Feng thought Yan Heqing was finally at his 
breaking point and tried to coax him into confessing, but Yan 
Heging still refused to open his mouth. 

Muttering “fine” twice, Steward Feng casually threw the 
metal whip aside and grabbed a branding iron from a wall 
full of torture devices, tossing it into the pile of red-hot, 
burning coal in the centre of the room. 

Yan Heqing s breathing was heavy from the pain, every 
huff and puff melding with the hiss of the branding iron 
heating up, the sound awfully terrifying. 

“Vl tell you out of the goodness of my heart.” Steward 


Feng flipped the branding iron in the coal, saying non- 
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chalantly, “Eunuch Zhao can’t even be bothered with my 
methods. Did you know that he has a type of powder that'll 
make one feel both pain and itch when applied to wounds as 
if thousands of ants were gnawing at your flesh? I’ve seen it 
once before, and that person died such a terrible death—he 
scratched his entire body until his skin rotted. ’'m advising 
you to spill the beans sooner so you don’t have to suffer 
anymore.” 

Yan Heqing remained steadfast in silence; Steward Feng 
picked up the glowing red branding iron and stood right 
before Yan Heqing. He theatrically blew it in Yan Heqing’s 
face, resulting in a wave of scorching heat. “Will you confess? 
Oh well, just admit it. Why are you so stubborn?” 

“Alright, I’ve said all that I could say. Since you’re being 
stubborn, you can’t blame me for this.” Steward Feng shook 
his head and moved to press the branding iron against Yan 
Heqing s chest. 

“Stop!” 

An enraged holler was accompanied by the sound of the 
doors being kicked open. Steward Feng’s hands shook, and 
the branding iron fell to the floor. 

Xiao Yu’an saw Yan Heqing’s ghastly condition with a 
single glance, the sight leaving him breathless. 

“Your Majesty?!” Steward Feng fell to his knees in fright, 
shaking as all colour drained from his face. 

Xiao Yu’an could not be bothered with him, rushing 


forward and freeing Yan Heqing’s wrists from his shackles. 
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Yan Heqing could not keep himself upright at all and fell 
straight into Xiao Yu’an’s embrace. 

Without any further delay, Xiao Yu’an dashed off to the 
Imperial Physicians Hall with Yan Heqing in tow. 


Despite being unconscious for a whole day, Yan Heqing 
showed no signs of awakening. 

Xiao Yu’an paced back and forth in the Imperial Physi- 
cians Hall. Nervously, the imperial physician reassured, “Your 
Majesty, don’t worry. He’s not in any critical danger.” 

Xiao Yu’an nodded, and seeing the physician grinding 
herbs, he walked over and reached out. “Let me do it.” 

Startled, the old physician responded, “Your Majesty! 
How could I let Your Majesty do such a thing?” 

Xiao Yu’an grabbed the medicine pestle. “I’m de-stress- 
ing. 

As he said that, he disregarded the physician’s attempt at 


727 


stopping him and pounded with the pestle so forcefully that 
the physician nearly had a heart attack. 

Xiao Yu’an was in a foul mood—an awful one, as he 
gradually realised one thing. No matter how he tried to 
change the storyline, it seemed that an insidious force would 
tug them back under the novel’s overarching flow. 

After Hongxiu lost her life because of him, Xiao Yu’an no 
longer wanted to lie still and be at the mercy of the plot. He 
wanted to change fate. 

His life did not solely belong to him now. It was also the 


life of the Northern Empire’s young emperor that Hongxiu 
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All of a sudden, he heard the sound of porcelain bowls 
falling to the ground. Yan Heqing’s coughs echoed from the 
inner room; Xiao Yu’an and the physician paused simultane- 
ously. 

Xiao Yu’an snapped to his feet, but then stopped in his 
tracks. 

The physician rushed into the inner room and scurried 
out after. He reported, “Your Majesty, he’s awake.” 

Xiao Yu’an nodded. He approached the door leading to 
the inner room but did not immediately enter. He had once 
considered himself an outsider for one critical reason: He 
did not know how to balance Yan Heqing and the Northern 
Empire. He thought he could keep ignoring these two 
conflicting sides, that he could protect Yan Heqing while 
strengthening the Northern Empire at the same time. 

But how could there be a win-win situation? 

Hongxiu’s premature death fully brought him back to 
reality. He now understood that he had never been an out- 
sider. Prior to the incident, Xiao Yu’an would have hesitated 
between the two. But now, he no longer would. 

He could not let Hongxiu die for nothing. 

Absolutely not. 

Xiao Yu’an inhaled deeply, pushing past the doors and 
heading in. 


Yan Heqing sat on the bed, about to bend over and 


attempt to pick up the bowls he had knocked over earlier 
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when he woke up. Xiao Yu’an picked the bowls up and set 
them next to the bed. Looking at Yan Heqing, he asked, “Are 
you alright? How do you feel?” 

Yan Heqing nodded, tolerating the pain all over his body 
and finally able to catch his breath slightly. 

“Then get some rest. Ill come again tomorrow. There’s 
something you need to know.” Xiao Yu’an’s fists clenched 
tight behind his back. 

As Xiao Yu’an turned away, a sense of unease that had 
previously lurked in the shadows began to swell within Yan 
Heqing, growing ever stronger now. 

“Xiao Yuan,” Yan Heqing called out to him. 

Xiao Yuan slowly turned to face him again, those warm 
and gentle dark eyes meeting Yan Heqing’s. 

With a start, Yan Heqing realised where this unease 
stemmed from. 

Xiao Yu’an had not once smiled at him since Prince 
Wuning’s rebellion and Hongxiu’s death. 

“Yan Heqing.” Xiao Yu’an opened his mouth slowly as if 
trying to make some sort of decision. Finally, he continued, 
each word carrying a cruel weight, much like the silver glint 
across the edge of a sharp blade. “You should address me as 
Your Majesty.” 

Yan Heqing’s breath stalled, his posture stiffening. At a 
loss, his lips parted—he wanted to respond but was unable to 
make a sound. 


Xiao Yu’an did not stay any longer, leaving Yan Heqing 
behind all by himself. 
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After a long while, Yan Heqing looked down, his hand 
tightly gripping his chest. There was a wound there, and at 
the slightest touch, pain shot through his nerves. Yet, Yan 
Heqing seemed oblivious to it; he pressed his hand firmly 
over his chest. Compared to his external wounds, the pain in 


his heart burned even more unbearably. 


In a melancholic mood, Xiao Yu’an suffered from insom- 
nia once again. He draped a robe over himself as he began 
pacing in his room. With a lone candle, Xiao Yu’an sat before 
the table and gazed at the two hairpins in his hands, caught in 
a daze. One was vermilion with orchids carved on it, and the 
other was made of flawless jade. At this point, Xiao Yu’an’s 
head was filled with Eunuch Zhao’s words. 

Would each and every one of Prince Wuning’s aides be 
tight-lipped? 

In the end, he came to a decision. Carefully stowing away 
the hairpins, he then pulled his layers closer to himself as he 
headed for the Imperial Physicians Hall. 


Entering the inner room, Xiao Yu’an noticed Yan Heqing 
leaning against the side of the bed in wait. Perhaps because of 
his injuries, Yan Heqing’s face was devoid of any colour, his 
pale lips lifeless. 

Xiao Yuan thought about his decision, and was forced to 
swallow his concern. 

“Yan Heging,” Standing with his hands behind his back, 


Xiao Yu’an’s voice was ever so soft. “Who’d have thought 
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that in the end, certain things are just unavoidable for you 
and me?” 

Yan Heqing looked at him, remembering the time they 
had met in the woodshed. Xiao Yu’an had sat on a pile of 
firewood, a smile filling his face as he indicated the space next 
to him, asking him to take a seat. 

How much time had passed since then? How little. 

Yan Heging croaked, his voice dry, “Do you believe me?” 

Xiao Yuan took out the two-inch-long scroll and placed it 
gently on the table. “What do you want me to believe in?” 

He was serious with this question, but all Yan Heqing 
heard was mockery. 

This scroll was just like a sharp blade, severing the last 
glimmer of hope for Yan Heging. 

Right, how could he still ask for Xiao Yu’an’s trust? Xiao 
Yuan had extended his help and had been incredibly friendly 
to him, but what about himself? He harboured ill intent, 
colluded with others, and almost caused Xiao Yu’an’s death 
at Prince Wuning’s hands. Xiao Yu’an gave him his all but 
was betrayed in exchange. If he had been in the same shoes, 
Yan Heqing would not be able to forgive himself either. 

What right did he have to ask Xiao Yu’an to trust him? 
Did he have no shame? 

Xiao Yu’an reached out and opened the scroll on the table 
nonchalantly. “Yan Heqing, it only just became clear to me 
how much you wanted to leave. That’s reasonable. There’s 
only endless humiliation and hatred in the Northern Empire 


for you, right?” 
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Yan Heqing s eyes lowered as if he had not heard him. 
The candle flame by the side of the bed flickered as the chilly 
wind gushed from the windows. The glow of the fire danced 
across Yan Heqing’s bloodless face but failed to light up the 
darkened depths of his eyes. 

Endless humiliation and hatred? 

Yes, that’s not wrong. That's all the Northern Empire brings 
me. 

From the moment the Northern Empire’s cavalry stepped 
into Southern Yan, not a day went by when he did not think 
about revenge; not a day went by without him thinking 
about how he could return Southern Yan’s pain and suffering 
multi-fold to the Northern Empire; not a day went by with- 
out him wondering how he could escape this cage—escape 
this place where the identity of a prisoner was engraved deep 
into his bones. 

When Yan Heqing remained silent, Xiao Yu’an looked 
down and continued, “I thought I could change something, 
but looks like it was all futile...” 

Yan Heging finally reacted, his fingers twitching. He 
slowly raised his head to look at Xiao Yu’an, emotions finally 
emerging in those eyes. 

Xiao Yu’an saw humiliation and vengeance for his 
homeland in Yan Heqing’s gaze. He watched as Yan Heqing 
opened his mouth slowly. “What is it you want to change?” 

Xiao Yuan suddenly froze. 

Yeah, what am I trying to change? 

Do I want Yan Heging to stay in the Northern Empire, 
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living off my generosity and pity, for Yan Heqing to be a guard 
and a servant for the rest of his life? 

No, the thought never crossed my mind. I want to see the 
person before me become the person described in the novel: 
Yan Heging will rule the world with his blade, rise to that 
prestigious, powerful throne, and handle his empire's affairs to 
ensure its safety and peace. 

Df that ts the case, then what am I trying to change? 

That's right. I want to survive. 

But Xiao Yu’an was the emperor of the Northern Empire; 
he carried the backbone of its soldiers on his shoulders, the 
pillar of support to its people. Perhaps the change of dynas- 
ties from one to another was unavoidable with the passage of 
time, but as long as he remained in power, the term “empire” 
would be etched into his very bones, merged into his blood, 
and branded across his chest. 

For future generations, it might elicit only endless sighs, 
but in this very moment, it symbolised the unbending 
backbone of the emperor guarding the kingdom, the ruler 


prepared to sacrifice himself to defend his nation!” 


31 This phrase originates from a historical event featuring the last emperor 
of the Ming dynasty, Emperor Chongzhen. The first half of the phrase, “* 
FE)”, refers to the imperial city of Beiping, which was located near 
the critical defensive outpost Shanhai Pass. As the imperial city was where 
the emperor resided, its people referred to this as the emperor guarding the 
kingdom. In the last year of Emperor Chongzhen’s reign, the imperial city 
was besieged by Li Zicheng, the leader of a rebellion who saw the support 
of many commoners. Emperor Chongzhen committed suicide on Coal Hill 
after in exchange for the safety of his people, and this act was termed, “ & 


FFE ”, ie. the emperor dying for his people. 
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How can I be content with merely scraping by? And yet, how 
dare I even entertain the thought of mere survival! 

Have I always deceived myself like this? 

As if someone had just slapped Xiao Yu’an hard in the 
face, he stood in a daze, looking at Yan Heqing. His breath- 
ing quickened as he mumbled, “So you knew it the entire 
time...” 

His voice faded off eventually. He was unable to say 
another word. 

All along, Yan Heqing had understood the situation 
before him well. Xiao Yu’an was the only foolish one who 
thought himself an outsider. 

Yan Heqing suddenly smiled, his eyes flushed red and 
coloured with endless pain and suffering, but the ends of his 
mouth curved upwards. “Xiao Yu’an, between the Northern 
Empire and Southern Yan, there’ll only be war until the 
other side perishes. But Xiao Yu’an, I, to you...” 

“Enough,” Xiao Yu’an interrupted. He slowly lifted his 
eyes, only cold aloofness left in that gentle gaze from before. 
“If only one can survive between the two empires as we fight 
till the last breath, then for you and J, there can only be a 
struggle to the death at the end.” 

Xiao Yu’an hid himself away the moment Hongxiu died. 
Since Hongxiu sacrificed her life for the emperor of the 
Northern Empire, then he would be said emperor; since 
Yan Heqing said both empires could not survive at the same 
time... 


Then he, the emperor of the Northern Empire, would not 
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be able to live if Yan Heqing lived. 

Xiao Yu’an’s words were like the last straw landing on Yan 
Heqing’s shoulder. The emotions in Yan Heqing’s eyes were 
akin to a lit candle that would soon burn to the bottom, on 
its last legs as the flame swayed and glowed faintly. 

He felt like his body was being pulled in opposite direc- 
tions and split into halves—one half looking at the desolate, 
ruined city of Southern Yan, and the other half looking at 
Xiao Yu’an who had given in to unbridled laughter that 
night at Jade Splendour House. 

Both halves were indistinctly rotting, leaving Yan Heqing 
in torturous agony. 

For a moment, silence enveloped the room, only the sound 


of their breathing audible. 


A long while later, Xiao Yu’an retrieved a small white por- 
celain bottle from his robes and moved to the bed, presenting 
it to Yan Heqing. 

Looking at the bottle, Yan Heqing held onto it, caressing 
its surface. He rasped, “What’s this? Are you going to...” 

Are you going to kill me? 

Xiao Yu’an did not answer. 

Yan Heqing inhaled deeply, “Xiao Yu...” 

Xiao Yu’an corrected him immediately, his tone resolute 
and brooking no argument, “Call me Your Majesty.” 

“Xiao. Yu. An.” Yan Heqing deliberately enunciated 
Xiao Yu’an’s name word by word. His eyes were trained on 


Xiao Yu’an as though he wanted to devour him. He gripped 
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the bottle tightly, his knuckles going white and his fingers 
turning blue. “Xiao Yu’an, do you want me to drink this?” 

For a moment, something was stuck in Xiao Yu’an’s 
throat. His eyes clouded over as he nodded, the movement 
slow and hesitant. 

“Alright, then [Il drink it.” It was only five words, but 
saying it took Yan Heqing’s last bit of strength. His eyes 
darkened, just like the leftover ash from a flame that had 
burned out, leaving behind only despair after a struggle. 
Yan Heqing opened the bottle and gulped the bitter 
liquid. 

When he was done, Yan Heqing stared into Xiao Yu’an’s 
eyes as if wanting to look his fill of the man, dig out the soul 
behind those eyes, and then cut open his own body so that 
Xiao Yu’an’s soul could take a good look at his bitterness and 
resolution. 

“Xiao Yuan, why did you have to be reborn as the emper- 
or of the Northern Empire? Why...” 

Yan Heqing’s limbs gradually lost all their strength, and his 
voice weakened. Shortly after, with a hand on his forehead, 
he swayed and fell forward. 

Just as he was about to fall off the bed, Xiao Yu’an held 
him up in a steady hold. 

Yan Heqing’s consciousness started to scatter. He heard 
Xiao Yuan s voice, seemingly from far away and so surreal. “I 
don’t know... maybe... it was all so I could meet you...” 

When Yan Hedging fell deep into unconsciousness, Xiao 


Yuan let out heavy sighs—one to lament how his hand had 
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been forced and another to express his helplessness. 

Xiao Yu’an saw how his past self smiled, carefree and 
confidently promising Yan Heqing, “Yan Heqing, why don’t 
you come and be my personal guard? [’ll protect you, and [’ll 
definitely not let anyone hurt you.” 

He had fulfilled that promise today, but as the emperor 
of the Northern Empire, this was also the last time he could 
protect Yan Heqing. 

There would not be a next time; there would not be a 
future. 


If they were to meet again, it would certainly be on the 


battlefield. 


That night, at the Imperial Palace gates, a horse carriage 
was stopped by a guard, then swiftly allowed passage. After 
the carriage left the imperial city, it went straight for the relay 
station westward and never returned again. 

The captain of the guards berated the guards on duty 
when he heard about it. “Didn’t General Li emphasize the 
thorough inspection of all carriages leaving the palace these 
days?” 

“But...” The little guard rubbed at his head, aggrieved. 
“That horse carriage had His Majesty’s personal written 
order for passage.” 

“...His Majesty’s written order? Alright, then continue 
guarding the night—wait, what day is it today?” 

“The third day of the third month.” 

“The third day of the third month. I see.” The captain 
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raised his head, gazing at the thick layer of overcast, dark 
clouds in the sky. 


“Tsk, a storm’s on the horizon.” 
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n the fourth day of the third month, the 
©. after Yan Heqing disappeared with- 
out a trace from the Imperial Palace, Li Wuding 
finally extracted the whole truth from Prince 
Wuning’s aide. He led his soldiers into the 
palace without delay, only to realise with a start 
that Yan Heqing had long escaped unnoticed. 

Incredibly remorseful, Li Wuding headed 
straight for the Emperor’s Hall to plead guilty 
and humbly apologise, but was told that Xiao 
Yuan could be found at Jade Splendour House 
instead. 

Xiao Yu’an was there on the sixth floor, 
drowning his sorrows with liquor. When he 
heard of Li Wuding’s request for remonstration, 
he granted him permission with a nod. 

Li Wuding entered, cupping his fist as he 
knelt on one knee. “Your Majesty, I’ve gotten to 
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the bottom of it. Prince Wuning colluded with Southern Yan 
to incite the rebellion, and P’ve dealt with everyone involved. 
However, Yan Heqing, Southern Yan’s prince, escaped the 
Imperial Palace undetected. I’ve failed to fulfil my duty and 
am ashamed to face Your Majesty.” 

A sheepish Xiao Yu’an covered his mouth and coughed 
lightly. Faced with Li Wuding’s sombreness, Xiao Yu’an was 
extremely ashamed, guilt-wrecked and embarrassed. Then, he 
struck the railings. “How did it come to this? This won’t do, 
General Li. How could you let him escape?” 

Ill dock his pay, dock his pay~ And cut his bonus, cut his 
bonus~ 

Yes, he was playing innocent after taking advantage of the 
other. 

Li Wuding said, “I ask for Your Majesty’s punishment.” 

“Your punishment... Here, your punishment is to drink 
three jars.” Xiao Yuan pushed the liquor towards Li Wud- 
ing. 

Li Wuding thought he might have misheard and looked 
up in disbelief. “What?” 

“Drink.” Xiao Yu’an opened the seal on the jar, passing it 
to him. 

Li Wuding had no choice but to drink with Xiao Yu’an. 

Then they both got drunk. 

Getting drunk together? Fine. 

But then they got absolutely sloshed. 

Xiao Yu’an shouted at the top of his lungs about how he 


wanted to sing, beginning with the line, “You wanted to go 
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32 
our separate ways, so let’s go our separate ways—” 


Li Wuding was usually an imposing and extremely stern 
person, but now, he was hollering about performing the 
stunt of shattering a big rock with his chest—him being the 
big rock. 

That was not all. After belting out several lines, Xiao Yu’an 
went over to nag Li Wuding, “Don’t read military books all 
the time, go and flirt with women! You’re the second male 
lead, why should all the ladies belong to Yan Heqing?” 

Li Wuding burped, his face reddening as he said, “The Xie 
family’s youngest son, Xie Chungui, is such a young prodigy. 
Your Majesty, you might not know this, but previously, he 
shot and blinded a bear in one eye. His demeanour when that 
single arrow hit his mark... the vigour and energy he exuded!” 

Xiao Yu’an stammered, “I know which women in this 
novel are great. What’s your type? 工 teach you how to woo 
them.” 

Li Wuding stuttered in response, “And I can feel my 
strength dwindling when I spar with Chungui now. I could 
totally win against him easily before. He’s improving so 
quickly.” 

Xiao Yuan replied on unsteady feet, “We’re about to get 
to the plot where Yan Heqing’s character takes a dark turn. 
Do you think I'll really be eviscerated to death the next time I 
meet him?” 

Li Wuding answered, faltering in his steps, “Chungui even 
said that he wants to conquer the world for the Northern 


32 This is from the song “The Love Bargain” by Murong Xiao Xiao. 
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Empire! Ambitious, huh?” 

Xiao Yu’an acknowledged, “Yeah, I feel you. Cheers!” 

Li Wuding added, “Alright, a thousand cups for true 
buddies.** Cheers!” 

The “true buddies”, whose conversations did not even 
belong to the same dimension, finished their liquor, then 


hugged the railings and threw up. 


The next day, Princess Yongning visited the Emperor’s 
Hall to see a hungover Xiao Yu’an, who had a splitting head- 
ache, and tried to gossip. “I heard that General Li woke up 
from his state of inebriation yesterday and was so ashamed he 
almost wanted to jump off the Jade Splendour House?” 

Xiao Yuan mumbled, “Well...” 

Princess Yongning grabbed a handful of sunflower seeds 
from the table and munched away. “Did you top him?” 

“What? No. I didn’t. I’m not—don’t spout nonsense.” 
Xiao Yuan denied it repeatedly. 

Princess Yongning beamed. “Emperor-gege, I haven’t even 
said anything yet.” 

Xiao Yu’an fell silent. 

Then, Princess Yongning continued, “Then he was the 
one on top?” 

What the fuck?! 


Weren't you supposed to be the innocent and carefree one?! 


33 Cited from one of many poems by Song dynasty writer Ouyang Xiu 
that extensively feature the West Lake, titled “A Spring Day on the West 
Lake: An Ode in Gratitude to Official Xie’. 
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Has your personality been replaced?! 

No matter how he looked at it, Li Wuding was unques- 
tionably a stereotypical straight guy. Who would be tempted 
into becoming gay for him?! 

If I ever turned gay, it'd be because of Yan Heging’s dashing, 
otherworldly good looks, alright?! 

Pfft, absolute bullshit. 

Yan Heqing was a stallion novel’s male protagonist, so no 
matter how handsome he was, his visage was exclusively for 
women to appreciate! 

“Emperor-gege.” Princess Yongning set the seeds down, 
lightly patting away the bits left behind. She asked astutely, 
“Are you in a bad mood?” 

Xiao Yu’an looked at Princess Yongning, a sudden surge of 
curiosity hitting him. If, in the novel, Princess Yongning had 
known from the start that Yan Heqing would destroy the 
Northern Empire, would she still have helped him escape? 
And what would have been her very last thoughts as she 
hung herself? 

“ 工 .2 

Xiao Yuan s hands clenched tightly, his gaze lowering. “I 
knew that it was the wrong thing to do, but I did it anyway.” 

Princess Yongning paused, then smiled. “Emperor-gege, 
how could there be a right or wrong? If you already knew it 
was wrong, why did you still go ahead with it? You’ve clearly 
weighed both options and will lean towards the side that 
weighs more while feeling guilty for the other. That’s all.” 

Xiao Yuan dropped his gaze, going into a slight daze. 
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Perhaps Yan Heqing was much more important to him 
than he had imagined. 

However, it was not the time for sorrow or gloom. At 
this point, Xiao Yu’an needed to focus on protecting the 
Northern Empire. 

Princess Yongning chatted with him for a while longer 
until Xiao Yu’an seemed less burdened with his thoughts. 
Then, she left reassured. 

Xiao Yuan was just about to take a nap when something 
struck him. 

Huh? Didn't Princess Yongning and Yan Heging already 
tell each other their feelings? 

Then why was Princess Yongning unaffected by Yan 
Heging'’s sudden disappearance? 

Xiao Yu’an was unable to come to a conclusion despite 
racking his brain for an answer. He could only attribute it 
to the male and female protagonists’ intuitive bond that 
reassured the other of their well-being. 

After all, in the latter half of this stallion novel, any wom- 
an with decent looks would go from infatuation to falling 
in love with Yan Heqing, then offering her body to him— 
hitting all three bases upon their first encounter. Xiao Yu’an 


was inclined to ignore the fallacy in logic here. 


To protect the Northern Empire, Xiao Yu’an tossed every- 
thing else to the back of his mind and changed the imperial 
court schedule from meeting every five days to every day. 


He threw his heart and soul into managing the Northern 
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Empire’s affairs, and his already fragile body further thinned 
as time passed. 

Xiao Yuan had it all planned out. He might be a socialist 
from the twenty-first century who was not fully adept at 
managing a kingdom in historical times, but at the very least, 
he had studied many years of history and knew that he had 
to select, utilise and nurture officials who cared about the 
common people. 

As long as the Northern Empire’s treasury remained 
full, they would be able to provide full support when it was 
time for war. Even if Li Wuding betrayed the kingdom, Xie 
Chungui would be able to hold down the fort as well. When 
both armies clashed, they just had to endure until winter— 
Yan Heqing s military consisted of Southerners who would 
not be able to tolerate the biting cold, and they would 
certainly retreat then. 

With this reprieve, the Northern Empire would slowly 
re-organise their court of officials. They would not see defeat 


so easily! They would hang in there! 


Xiao Yu’an suddenly went from a tyrannical, foolish em- 
peror immersed in debauchery with men to a humble, wise 
ruler who listened to advice—this was naturally the topic of 
discussion for many. 

Some people guessed that the late emperor had manifested 
to enlighten him, while others thought that Prince Wuning’s 
rebellion had triggered the young emperor. 


Among the cacophony of voices, Princess Yongning was 
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the only one who ran to the Emperor’s Hall to tell him, 
“Emperor-gege, you must take a rest. Be mindful of your 
health.” 

“All good, all good.” Xiao Yu’an rubbed at the corners 
of his bloodshot eyes, his voice tinged with exhaustion. 
“Ning’er, I can’t chat with you today. There’s morning court 
tomorrow, and I need to finish reading these memorials.” 

Princess Yongning wanted to protest but caught herself, 
then sighed and left. 

Thanks to Xiao Yu’an’s diligent efforts, a slowly declining 
Northern Empire actually started to see slight improvements. 

Just when Xiao Yuan felt like he could take a breather, the 


heavens viciously smacked him in the face. 


At the end of the fifth month of the year, the Northern 
Empire suffered a severe drought, with not a single drop of 
water to be seen. The situation was desolate as the popula- 
tion dwindled, and hunger spread through the lands. 

In the novel, the Northern Empire did not encounter this 
natural disaster at all. 

Since time immemorial, natural disasters have devasted 
empires and its people. They were unable to endure even in 
times of prosperity, much less an empire that would soon see 
unrest. 

This unexpected natural disaster caught Xiao Yu’an 
unawares, and the fact that the Northern Empire did not 
experience this in the novel left him in a state of panic. Xiao 


Yu’an’s actions had changed the storyline, but every change 
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before this occurred for a reason and was made to happen. 

However, it was impossible to anticipate or predict the 
natural disaster. 

All of Xiao Yu’an’s hard work went down the drain with 
this calamity. 

Under such unpredictable conditions, Xiao Yu’an heard 
fate telling him that the will of the heavens could not be 
denied; it was an unsettling chant, the Northern Empire 
cursing him for letting Yan Heqing go. Xiao Yu’an once 
again struggled to breathe as the weight of the empire and its 
people pressed down on his shoulders. 

But— 

The history of materialism developed over a long journey 
and finally morphed from easy-to-understand atheism to this 
shared understanding of how material conditions shaped 
consciousness! As someone who was once honoured as an 
outstanding youth in socialism and materialism, how could 
he be easily defeated by fate?! 

Xiao Yu’an gestured rudely towards the heavens in the 
name of Marxism, then began to allocate funds to alleviate 
the effects of the disaster. 

However, the challenge of facing a skilled opponent was 
nothing compared to having a deadweight on the team. 

Due to the emperor’s excessive extravagance earlier in the 
year, the Nothern Empire’s imperial treasury was already 
suffering from insufficient funds. Supplies were then tapped 
into to facilitate aid provision for the commoners, but at 


every distribution stage, corrupt officials pocketed all the aid. 
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Xiao Yu’an painstakingly tried to help his people out for 
several weeks, but the refugee numbers continued to rise, and 
affected individuals slowly swarmed the imperial city. 

Motherfucking hell, truly! 

An enraged Xiao Yu’an ordered Li Wuding to get to the 
bottom of this, and in the end, the matter was linked to 
several high-ranking, powerful officials who had been around 
since the previous dynasty! 

The corrupt officials knelt in the imperial court alongside 
many other officials. For a moment, the hall was filled with 


cries for mercy. 


Already exhausted from overexertion, Xiao Yu’an was so 
frustrated at this point that he was seeing spots in his vision. 

Li Wuding cupped his fists together and stood before the 
court, his voice resonating throughout the space as he re- 
marked evenly, “Your Majesty, we can only flourish when we 
obey the laws set. As the old saying goes, even if the emperor 
breaks the law, he should be held accountable just like any 
commoner. If we don’t cut out the rotten roots of a tree, the 
decay will spread! Only when we’ve rid ourselves of corrupt 
officials will our empire be formidable!” 

“Li Wuding! You’re spouting nonsense!” Multiple officials 
got to their feet in angry rebuttal. “The late emperor built 
this empire and ensured its prosperity, peace and security. 
Which of these seasoned officials don’t have major accom- 
plishments under their belt? Haven’t their efforts improved 


the lives of the common people? Even the late emperor 
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had to accord them respect. How can you live up to your 
reputation of righteousness with such ruthlessness today?” 

Li Wuding laughed coldly. “Righteousness? How can this 
word even cross the lips of those who’ve sunken into the 
depths of moral depravity? Only when we punish evil can we 
focus on the good. The key to ruling an empire is to eradicate 
the scum! And you all dare plead for mercy on their behalf?” 

“Ignoring numerous good deeds over just one mistake— 
you re heartless! ’ll definitely plead for them because Tve 
some compassion and loyalty!” 

“Pfft—” Xiao Yu’an, who had been silent up to this point, 
let out a cold snort. “Are you guys finished?” 

Everyone hurriedly fell to their knees again, shutting up. 

Xiao Yu’an stood and eyed every person before him. With 
an icy stare, he spoke, enunciating every syllable, “You’re all 
pleading for mercy on their behalf, but who will plead mercy 
for all the commoners who died of starvation? Who will help 
the commoners with broken families plead for mercy? Did 
any of you stop for a moment to think about how the poor 
starved outside your doors while you feasted in excessive 
luxury? Did you think I’d have no idea what your motives 
are? You’re obviously asking me to have mercy on yourselves! 
I didn’t have Li Wuding investigate any further, but that 
doesn’t mean I’m in the dark.” 

It was unfathomable to these seasoned officials how a once 
gullible emperor like him would actually mete out severe 
punishment to them one day. Some officials cried out in 


regret and dismay, but others caught a glimpse of their true 
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hearts, burning with loyalty and fervour. 

Li Wuding looked up at that upstanding figure in court, 
and his cupped fists tightened incrementally. 

Once upon a time, he had followed General Sun across 
battlefields filled with soaring ambitions, but Li Wuding’s 
disappointment grew at the late emperor’s unrestrained 
indulgence in pleasures, the young emperor’s spiral into 
debauchery and an imperial court full of treacherous, two- 
faced individuals. 

He dreamt of his hometown countless times—of the 
starving children with their emancipated bodies as thin as 
firewood and discoloured. He also had countless dreams of 
the battlefield, where blades continually pierced through the 
chests of his brothers in arms. He would wake up with sweat 
dotting his head, then have to deal with a kingdom ruled by 
an absurd, tyrannical emperor, where corrupt officials had 
their way. 

Li Wuding constantly questioned himself—was a king- 
dom inundated with its people’s suffering worth the sacrifice 
of its soldiers? 

But today, the unwavering conviction he once had to serve 


his kingdom was rekindled. 


After he was done punishing the corrupt officials, Xiao 
Yu’an refocused his efforts on sending relief and aid. This 
time, with him personally supervising and pushing this relief 
plan forward, the refugees gradually settled down. 


At the same time, however, word arrived from the South. 
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Southern Yan was not only recovering its military might and 
imperial wealth, it was also recruiting soldiers on the sly. 

Xiao Yu’an frowned. 

This news came a month earlier than what had been 
detailed in the novel. 

He knew that Yan Heqing had fate’s helping hand, but 
how did this become an exclusive cheat bug for the VIP male 
protagonist? Could he please give the villains a chance?! 

Was he in such a rush to destroy the Northern Empire?! 

Recalling his previous statement about the impossibility 
of their coexistence when they cut ties, Xiao Yu’an felt a 
splitting headache coming on. 

“Your Majesty,” the maidservant beside him said feebly. 
“Your Majesty, do you want to take a rest? Your complexion 
has been rather pale these few days.” 

Xiao Yu’an waved her off. “Summon General Li Wuding.” 

Li Wuding entered the hall quickly. Xiao Yu’an cleared 
his throat and asked, “Did you hear about the news from the 
South?” 

Li Wuding nodded, answering steadily, “Your Majesty, 
many years have passed since the late emperor’s military ex- 
pedition to the South. Southern Yan today is not a kingdom 
to be underestimated. I think we should proceed with a 
preemptive strike.” 

Xiao Yu’an did not expect Li Wuding’s vigilance in watch- 
ing out for Southern Yan and was momentarily stunned. 
After all, due to the novel, he always thought of Li Wuding 
as Yan Heqing’s ally. 
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Wow, what's happening? Is the second male lead facing off 
against the male protagonist? Is it a battle of cheat codes? How 
thrilling! 

Fight! Fight! Fight! 

Xiao Yu’an covered his mouth and coughed lightly. “I un- 
derstand what you mean, but the treasury is currently empty 
because of disaster relief. We won’t last through consecutive 
years of war.” 

“Your Majesty, we won’t be going to war.” Li Wuding 
smiled. “We can call it a greeting.” 

My friend, your friendly words truly belie your vicious 
intent! 

But I ltke it! 

“You mean...” 

Li Wuding answered, “We’ll deploy a military troop to 
patrol the borders of Southern Yan. When we come across its 
soldiers, we terrorise, and when we cross its people, we show 
off our prowess and might. Their kingdom was once ravaged 
by the Northern Empire’s cavalry. Once bitten, twice shy— 
even if we re unable to stop the recovery of Southern Yan’s 
power, we can at least create unrest and slow down the speed 
of their military recruitment.” 

Xiao Yu’an patted Li Wuding’s shoulder excitedly. “Trust 
me! [’ll definitely be your matchmaker!” 

I'll make sure you don’t watch on the sidelines as Yan 
Heqing successfully seduces all the women as he did in the 
novel! Our goals are to— 


Survive! Protect our kingdom! Fight the male protagonist! 
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The villain turns over a new leaf and moves on from 


mediocrity; the second male lead steps up and gets the girl! 


They had no time to lose—the Northern Empire began 
to organise its military forces. Despite it being Li Wuding’s 
plan, Xiao Yu’an did not dare send him over personally to ex- 
ecute it. What if Yan Heqing employed his charm and powers 
of persuasion to convince Li Wuding to surrender ahead of 
time? There would be no turning back then, no matter how 
hard he cried. 

After some contemplation, this huge responsibility fell on 
Xie Chungui instead. 

Though Xie Chungui was only nineteen and hot-headed 
for his age, he was good at grasping the bigger picture. From 
the novel, Xiao Yu’an was acutely aware that Xie Chungui’s 
loyalty to the Northern Empire went far beyond mere words. 

They had prepared for nearly a month, but with just three 
days remaining before deploying their soldiers, an unexpect- 
ed battle dispatch arrived from the North. 

The northern Huli tribe had led their troops to attack the 
borderlands, successfully claiming one city—an event the 


Northern Empire also did not experience in the novel. 


When Xiao Yu an received the report, he was stunned 
into a stupor for a long while. A trace of helplessness surged 
within him, permeating his entire being. His limbs turned 
ice-cold, and a heavy knot tied in his chest as he suddenly felt 


sick. Immediately, he broke out into coughs. 
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“Your Majesty, Your Majesty! Are you alright?” The 
maidservant turned pale in absolute fright. 

“I’m alright, it’s fine.” Xiao Yu’an gritted his teeth and 
placed a hand over his throat, ruthlessly suppressing all of his 
emotions. 

If they deployed their troops to defend against the north- 
ern Hult tribe, their plan of creating unrest in Southern Yan 
would simply be all talk, and the Northern Empire’s military 
power would even be split as a result. 

How could this happen?! 

Just like the severe drought, the northern Hulii tribe’s 
invasion was not part of the novel! 

There were no triggers or driving forces. Things happened 
out of nowhere, but all together they wove an intricate, in- 
visible and boundless web that trapped Xiao Yu’an in place. 
Each time he attempted to break free with all his might, his 
efforts proved futile. 

He had given his all, going above and beyond—waas it all 
for nought, just to sink deeper into despair? 

Letting Yan Heqing go free while also safeguarding the 


Northern Empire—was this a wish eternally beyond grasp? 


Xiao Yu’an closed his eyes, his jaw clenched as he forced 
himself to calm down and think of a solution. In the end, 
he murmured, “We'll stick with the plan to deploy troops to 
Southern Yan. We’ll surrender that city on the borderlands to 
the northern Hulii tribe.” 


And yet, Xie Chungui was found kneeling before the 
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imperial court the very next day. 

“Your Majesty!” The young man shouted, “The Great 
Northern Empire has never surrendered to any foreign 
invaders—neither sacrificing its territory nor resorting to 
diplomatic marriages. To show weakness today would betray 
our principles and destroy our souls! I’m willing to lead the 
troops to defend the borderlands against our enemies! Either 
we chase the northern Hulu tribe out of our land, or...” Xie 
Chungui paused, a fire burning in his eyes and his bright 
voice reverberating through the space. “I'll perish on the 
battlefield, never to return to my homeland!” 

Xiao Yu’an closed his eyes in utter silence, his pursed lips 
trembling faintly. 

“Your Majesty!” Xie Chungui persisted. “If you don’t 
agree to this, I’ll kneel here for an eternity!” 

In the novel, Xie Chungui embodied the Northern 
Empire’s last bit of arrogance and unyielding perseverance, 
and the spirit of courage and tenacity of a true soldier. This 
nineteen-year-old youth had his own convictions, passions 
and beliefs. It was truly his convictions which drove him to 
fend off enemy forces from invading his kingdom, even if he 
would be trampled to death under countless adversaries. 

Xiao Yu’an knew that forcing Xie Chungui to be stationed 
at the frontlines of Southern Yan while turning a blind eye to 
the relinquishing of the Northern Empire’s territory would 
be a fate worse than death for him. 

If they let the northern Hulii tribe do as they pleased now, 


they would run increasingly rampant. Then, when Southern 
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Yan attacked, it was likely that the Northern Empire would 
be trapped on all sides. 

After mulling over things with his eyes shut, he finally let 
out a long sigh. Resigned, he looked up slowly. “Get up.” 

Xie Chungui refused to yield, prostrating himself on the 
floor. “Your Majesty!” 

Xiao Yuan struck his chair angrily and stood. “Get to your 
feet! Take the troops to the northern borderlands and take 
our city back. If we don’t show off our prowess, they’ll think 
they can walk all over us! Remember to send those fuckers 
to hell until they have to plead for mercy—until they won’t 
dare take advantage of the Northern Empire ever again!” 

Xie Chungui’s heart tremored, his eyes lighting up. 
“Certainly, Your Majesty!” 

After Xie Chungui left, Xiao Yu’an put a hand on his 
aching chest and eased himself into his seat. His gaze was 
slightly unfocused as if he had lost concentration, depleted 
of all his energy. He fished out a wooden box from his robes, 
and within the box laid two hairpins, one vermilion and the 
other white. 

“Why is it always like this...” Xiao Yu’an mumbled, his 
voice low and hoarse, coloured with bitterness. 

A demoralising voice at the bottom of Xiao Yu’an’s heart 
told him the answer, but he was unwilling to listen to even a 


single word. 


The Northern Empire had already made preparations 


beforehand, so once the military command was given, Xie 


-367- 


Pe 


How Ye Survive 


as a Villain 


Chungui could set out the next day—only now, his destina- 
tion had shifted from the South to the North. 

The luminous moon hung in the sky, and within the mil- 
itary tents, Li Wuding was personally hosting a send-off for 
Xie Chungui with liquor. “You'll be stepping onto your first 
battlefield in a few days. I’m going to give you three pieces of 
advice. Wanna listen?” 

Xie Chungui lifted his cup and downed the liquor in one 
go. “General Li, please go ahead. I’m all ears.” 

Li Wuding offered him a faint smile. “Protect your 
kingdom, protect your brothers, and... protect yourself.” 

With an unwavering gaze, Xie Chungui promised, “T’ll 
commit this to memory.” 

Li Wuding was helpless. “Don’t agree so quickly. You 
must take that very last one to heart, too.” 

“T heard it.” Xie Chungui nodded gravely, like a child 
paying close attention to a lesson. Filled with ambition, he 
boasted, “I’m going to trample upon the tents of the north- 
ern Hulii tribe, cross the expanse of the desert, annihilate 
their clans and showcase our prowess. I'll let them know 
what the consequences are for invading my kingdom!” 

Li Wuding slapped Xie Chungui on the back of his head 
with a broad hand. “You’re young, but you’ve got plenty of 
aspirations. Hurry and get back here when you’ve won the 
war!” 

Struck in the midst of drinking, Xie Chungui immediately 
choked. After his coughs subsided, his face reddened in em- 


barrassment as he shot back in dissatisfaction, “I’m nineteen! 
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I’m not young anymore!” 

Li Wuding burst out into hearty laughter. “You don’t even 
have a wife, do you? Are you not young?” 

Xie Chungui pouted. “General Li, you don’t have a wife 
either! Still young, aren’t you?” 

“Hey! You think I won’t hit you just because you’re 
leaving?” Li Wuding lifted his palm and pretended to hit Xie 
Chungui in feigned anger. 

Defiant, Xie Chungui straightened and waited for his 
beating to come, watching as the slap was about to land on 
his head again. Suddenly, Li Wuding reduced his strength, 
only gently caressing his head instead. 

Li Wuding chuckled, “But for real, hurry and come back 
after you win. I'll hold a celebratory banquet for you.” 

“Alright!” Xie Chungui held up his clenched fist with a 
searing gaze. “General Li, 工 be on the same battlefield with 
you one day!” 

“Yes, you will! Come, drink. Pll wait for your safe return!” 
Li Wuding raised the glass of strong liquor, drinking in 
merriment with Xie Chungui as they broke out into song— 

“How ambitious the youth were, how ambitious! Would 
their promises be honoured in times of war? Be it reunion or 


separation, they could only leave it up to fate.” 


The eighth, ninth, then tenth month. 

Three months flew by. News of their victory had spread 
from the northern borderlands. As expected, Xie Chungui 
did not let Xiao Yu’an down. Not only did he chase the 
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northern Hulii tribe out of Northern Empire territory, but 
his overwhelming victory compelled the tribe to write a letter 
of surrender, in which they cried for mercy and swore never 
to step onto Northern Empire soil again. 

Xiao Yu’an, who had been perpetually plagued by trou- 
bles, thought he could finally heave a sigh of relief, but that 
was incredibly short-lived—shortly after, he almost suffered a 
heart attack at a sudden curveball. 

Southern Yan had commenced their military expedition to 
the Northern Empire! 

The military expedition to the Northern Empire! 

Yan Heqing! Was! Fighting! His! Way! Here! He was 
fucking fighting his way here! 

Xie Chungui had not even returned from the northern 
borderlands! 

Xiao Yuan felt like he was about to have a meltdown. 

This ts all fucking different from the novel! 

Isn't this military expedition supposed to happen in the final 
month of the year? 

Why did they push up the schedule by a whole month? 

Yan Heqing, do you really want to rip the Northern Empire 
to shreds that much?! 

Xiao Yu’an shakily wrote an imperial decree to hurry Xie 
Chungui on his return, then sent Li Wuding to fend off the 


enemy. 


In the eleventh month, Southern Yan’s cavalry lingered 


around the borders of the two empires. 
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The resounding beat of the military camp’s drums and 
horns proclaimed Southern Yan’s vengeance. Amid the harsh 
reality of war, tears welled up as people beheld blooming 
flowers, and the chirping of birds stirred a yearning for their 
homeland deep within their hearts." 

What Xiao Yu’an did not expect was Li Wuding leading 
the troops and clashing with Yan Heqing head-on, both sides 
not giving each other an inch, the impasse holding for almost 
a whole month! 

As an ally of both empires, Western Shu remained neutral 
and refrained from sending aid to either side. 

It was unlike what had been described in the novel— 
the Northern Empire was not powerless in the face of Yan 
Heqing s forces. The hard work that General Sun and Li 
Wuding had poured into training their soldiers was not in 
vain! 

The frontline reports pulled Xiao Yu’an out of his funk, 
and the spark which had originally been extinguished seemed 
to be rekindling—it was weak but filled with hope, grit and a 
refusal to yield. 

After Xie Chungui returned from the northern border- 
lands in a few days, he would partner up with Li Wuding to 
fight against Yan Heqing. Maybe, just maybe, the Northern 
Empire would hang in there! 

The war raged on, all the way to the first month of the 


next year. 


34 Adapted from Tang dynasty poet Du Fu’s “Chun Wang ”. 


-371- 


How Ye Survive 


as a Villain 


In the first month, the snow sealed off the roads, and the 
freezing cold swept across the land. 

Xiao Yu’an initially thought the Southern Yan soldiers 
would not be able to bear the harsh winter, but they only 
got braver with every battle. In comparison, it was a desolate 
sight on the Northern Empire’s end. Their already dwindling 
rations were well on their way to being wiped out from the 
war, but what drove Xiao Yu’an to the brink of a breakdown 
came after that. 

The squad tasked with delivering military rations was 
caught in an avalanche and perished. 

Hearing about this far away in the imperial city, Xiao 
Yu’an was so anxious that he slammed his fist onto his chair, 
his knuckles turning red. 

The official who brought him the news knelt and shouted, 
“Your Majesty, don’t panic! We ve already sent General Xie 
to the frontlines with a second load of military rations at the 
soonest!” 

Xiao Yu’an did not respond, his fingers interlaced tightly 
and pressed against his lips. He bit down hard on his knuck- 
les, and only when he returned to himself and felt the sting 
did he realise he had broken skin. 

In the novel, corrupt officials cutting off the supply of 
frontline rations forced Li Wuding to betray his kingdom. 
Because of this, Xiao Yuan made sure to personally supervise 
the provision of military rations around the clock. 

Little did he anticipate that, in the end, he would still 


succumb to fate. 
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Xiao Yuan bit down hard on his knuckle again, and the 
metallic tang of blood spread in his mouth. “The second 


batch of military rations must get there. We must make it.” 


At the same time, Li Wuding sat alone in the military tent 
wrapped in his battle cape, looking at the map with furrowed 
brows, deep in thought. A few deputy generals lifted the cur- 
tain and entered, the icy snow rushing in alongside battering 
winds, filling the tent with frigid cold. Nie Er had a quick 
temper; he took a few steps forward, slamming his hand onto 
the table as he panicked. “General Li, we’re running low on 
rations but haven’t heard any news regarding our backup. 
How can we fight the war while we’re starving?” 

Li Wuding kept the map, lifting his eyes and looking at 
everyone in front of him, his forehead wrinkled in a deep 
frown. “How much longer can we last on the current 
rations?” 

Nie Er replied, “A couple of days at most.” 

Li Wuding massaged his forehead. “Is the road at the back 
clear?” 

“The snowstorm is too heavy, we can’t get past the 
troops...” 

Li Wuding ceased to speak, his eyes fixated on the map 
in his hands as if wanting to bore a hole through it with his 
gaze. 

“General Li, I saw the enemy gathering their military 
rations and troops on a large scale. Looks like they’re pre- 


ared to attack the city in one shot,” another deputy general 
Pp puty 8 
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reported. 

“This snow just had to pick this very time period when 
we were transporting military rations, and it only cut off our 
paths. Fucking hell,” Nie Er exploded and struck the table, 
his eyes wide in anger. 

Li Wuding let out a long exhale, resigned but resolute, 
lamenting but determined. He lowered his gaze and was the 
very picture of a silent, stern sculpture. What he said next 
reflected his steely grit. “I’d like to risk it all.” 

“How'd we do that?” one of the deputy generals ques- 
tioned. 

Li Wuding raised his head, his gaze sweeping across his 
deputy generals. “We’ll steal the enemy’s military rations.” 

“Steal military rations from Southern Yan’s camp?” One 
of them repeated, aghast. “But their rations are heavily 
guarded. We won’t make it, and we'll all end up dead.” 

“We can send out a small troop to get around their larger 
force from the back, stage an ambush, cause a disturbance 
to attract their attention, then send another three thousand 
elite soldiers to their supply storage. Even if we cannot steal 
their rations, destroying them will suffice.” Li Wuding then 
looked up and asked, “What do you guys think?” 

“I think it'll work!” Nie Er agreed. “Instead of guarding 
the city gates and being at the mercy of others like sitting 
ducks awaiting slaughter, why don’t we attack first? If we can 
destroy their military rations, it] buy our backup some extra 
time!” 


No one objected to the plan. Li Wuding worked out the 
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details of their attack, then hesitated on how to distribute 
responsibilities. Both the ambush and raiding Southern Yan’s 
rations were highly dangerous strategies. They were limited 
in numbers and only suited for quick battles. If there was 
even the slightest bit of hesitation and delay, they would lose 
everything the moment Southern Yan realised something was 
amiss. 

Li Wuding considered it carefully before eventually decid- 
ing to lead the soldiers to steal the military rations himself. 

“Then I'll stage the ambush,” Nie Er volunteered. 

Li Wuding was visibly hesitant. Despite Nie Er’s extensive 
battlefield experience, he was impulsive, wilful and prone 
to doing as he liked—a hot-headed, unthinking person. For 
the feigned ambush this time, they had to avoid a drawn-out 
fight with the opposing troops by any means necessary, or 
there would be no way out. 

“General Li, I know why you re hesitant. Rest assured, I 
won't challenge them head-on. When the time comes, I'll 
get the soldiers to tie a bundle of straw to the back of their 
horses. When the bundles are dragged along the ground, the 
resulting noise and pick up of dust will give the impression 
of a sizable troop. We'll be sure to catch them off-guard!” Nie 
Er eagerly suggested, deathly afraid that Li Wuding would 
underestimate him. 

“Great!” Li Wuding nodded. “You must be careful. 


}>? 


Everyone else, continue to guard the city 
In the depths of the night, battle flags rustled with the 
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biting cold gales, and seemingly thin tents were stationed 
right next to each other as if they would be blown away by 
the roaring wind at any time. 

The melodious sound of a flute drifted out from within 
a Southern Yan military tent as though revealing the secrets 
buried deep below the ice. Then, innumerable cracks 
suddenly appeared on the ice surface like a spider web, and 
the notes went off-tune. 

Yan Heqing put down the jade flute, his brows furrowing 
in concentration as he cradled the flute, looking over it with 
meticulous care and precision. The tent’s curtains lifted, and 
a middle-aged man, cloaked in his battle cape, strode in with 
hands clasped behind him. Sporting a beard and an imposing 
demeanour, his facial features bore a resemblance to Yan 
Heqing’s, but one could see the ravines of hardship etched 
across his face. In the depths of his eyes, there was a jadedness 
that spoke of all the storms he had weathered in life. 

Swiftly, Yan Heqing managed to hide a portion of the flute 
with his sleeve before standing up and offering a respectful 
greeting. “Uncle.” 

His uncle, Xue Yan, looked at Yan Heqing and urged in 
a deep voice, “We’ve achieved consecutive victories in our 
recent battles. You’ve worked hard, so rest early and conserve 
your energy.” 

Yan Heqing replied, “Yes, Uncle.” 

Xue Yan patted Yan Heqing’s shoulder, his gaze landing on 
the jade flute in Yan Heqing’s hands. The ends of his mouth 
curled downwards, and his eyes hardened. “Hegqing, think 
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of your parents, the soldiers and commoners of Southern 
Yan. You mustn’t forget vengeance for your family and the 
kingdom.” 

Yan Heqing’s gaze lowered, his grip around the flute 
tightening. “I understand.” 

Xue Yan looked at Yan Heqing. His gaze was composed of 
affection but much more sternness. Like all parents, children 
remained children in their eyes, even when said children had 
grown, formed families of their own and were able to solve 
problems independently. 

This was the case for Xue Yan when it came to Yan 
Heging. 

Xue Yan remembered Yan Heqing as a child. When the 
other Southern Yan princes were racking their brains to 
memorise poetry to fight for the affection and favour of their 
parents—the emperor and the empress— Yan Heqing was the 
only one who brought a book on military strategy to him. 

“Uncle, the world is split into four empires, and this will 
invite volatility and uncertainty in the future. Does Southern 
Yan have the military might to defend itself?” 

In the gaze of that young soul, stars twinkled, the sky 
soared, and beneath its vast expanse lay the multitude of 
common folk. 

Xue Yan had recognised how extraordinary Yan Heqing 
was early on. He knew that in Yan Heqing’s hands, Southern 
Yan would flourish at heights never before known, but 
he never expected the calamity of the near-destruction of 


Southern Yan. 
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The Northern Empire’s military expedition to the South- 
ern Yan almost wiped out the entire royal Yan family, and 
Eastern Wu, taking advantage of their moment of weakness, 
split up their territory. Xue Yan went to great lengths to 
finally rescue Yan Heqing from the Northern Empire. 

Once a young man, Yan Heging had lost all his immatu- 
rity and naivety in hardship, and in his deep, enduring eyes, 
the fires of vengeance burned. That was something Xue Yan 
wanted to see in Yan Heqing—willpower that would move 
and shock everyone. 

But another emotion could be seen in that burning 
vengeance. It was like a mouth to a clear stream in the endless 
desert, a small, narrow boat amid the vast and deep seas, 
a faint glimmer of hope in an abyss. All these appeared, 
however, poised to sink him deeper into despair. 

Yan Heqing concealed this particular emotion well this 
entire time, and Xue Yan was unable to see through him. 

Looking at the flute in Yan Heqing’s hands, Xue Yan 
could feel the words hanging off his lips, but in the end, he 
chose silence. With a stiff expression, he was about to turn 
and leave when a soldier suddenly entered to make a report. 

“Report! General Xue, Prince Yan, we discovered a North- 
ern Empire troop sneaking in for an attack on the western 
side!” 

“What?” Xue Yan frowned. “Now? How many soldiers?” 

“General Xue, the snowstorm’s too heavy, and the 
visibility is low. But from the sounds of it, there should be 


approximately ten thousand soldiers!” 
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Xue Yan nodded. “I didn’t expect them to still be so 
energetic. Since they’re punching above their weight, we 
might as well attack and invade the Northern Empire in one 
fell swoop. Heging, lead the soldiers to fend off the enemy.” 

Yan Heqing nodded and got to his feet, putting the flute 
into a wooden box and storing it properly. When he turned, 
he struck a book on the table by mistake, causing it to fall 
to the ground and open face-up. The page it landed on was 
filled with the word “rations”, a seemingly innocent hint that 
revealed the guidance of fate. 

Yan Heqing reached out to pick up the book. Suddenly, he 
felt as if his heart was ensnared in a vicious hold. He inhaled 
deeply twice, staring at the page with this word written all 
over it. He raised his head, frowning, and asked the soldiers, 
“Where are our military rations stored?” 

“Your Highness, it’s on the eastern side.” 

Yan Heqing slowly closed the book; in the dark abyss of 
his eyes, a trace of ruthlessness flashed past as realisation 


dawned upon him. 


“General Nie, the enemy forces didn’t come out to face 
the battle.” 

Hearing his subordinate’s report, Nie Er paled as he 
immediately cursed, “What the fuck, are they all fucking 
bastards? We’re already challenging them at the doors of their 
camp, and they don’t want to come out? Cowardly thieves!” 
Despite cursing with so much vigour, Nie Er was filled 


with unease. If the Southern Yan military could not be 
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bothered to challenge them head-on, then he would not be 
able to distract their forces, which would put those in the 
midst of stealing rations in grave danger! 

Nie Er’s throat moved as he gulped, and he tightly gripped 
the reins of the horse. It was a cold winter day, but beads of 
sweat had somehow formed on his forehead. He instructed, 
“Let’s attack.” 

“General Nie? But there’s only a thousand of us!” His 
subordinate’s eyes widened in utter disbelief. 

If they attacked, they would not be able to retreat or 
escape, but if they did not divert the attention of Southern 
Yan’s military forces, their strategy would likely fail. And 
when Southern Yan attacked the city, how would the starving 
Northern Empire soldiers defend their kingdom? Once the 
city gates were breached, they could only serve up the north- 
ern borderlands on a silver platter, and their land would be 
left at the mercy of Southern Yan to be trampled on! 

Nie Er inhaled deeply, every gust of wind cutting at him 
painfully. He roared, “Let’s attack!” 


Right at this moment, Yan Heqing stood before his 
troops, wrapped in silver armour with a white-feathered 
crown, a breastplate firmly guarding his heart. Accompanied 
by his sword, he was a sight of dashing valour and vigour to 
behold. Calm and reserved, Yan Heqing watched the dust 
rolling behind the racing horses from a distance and turned 
to ask, “Has General Xue brought the troops to where we 


store our military rations?” 
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“Yes, he has!” A soldier reported loudly. 

The ends of Yan Heqing’s mouth curved into a frigid 
smile. He mounted his horse, then responded coldly, “Good. 
I'll meet the enemy troop from the front. You should lead 
the rest of the soldiers to cut off their escape route.” 

Both troops met in battle, but on the Northern Empire’s 
side, they only had a thousand soldiers. 

How could they defeat Southern Yan’s tens of thousands 


of elite soldiers? 


It only took a few exchanges of blows before Nie Er was 
knocked off his horse to the ground. Yan Heqing stepped 
on him, just like Nie Er had once done to him. Without any 
hesitation, Yan Heqing sliced off Nie Er’s left arm. 

Nie Er held onto what was left of his limb and howled 
in agony, then broke out into laughter, the sound almost 
distorted from the pain. He cursed, “Yan Heqing, you hate 
me, don’t you? You hate me for how I tortured you when 
I escorted you to the Northern Empire? Yes, you can have 
your revenge now, but don’t forget, you were once a dog that 
belonged to the Northern Empire—no, you still are...” 

Before he could finish his sentence, Yan Heging slit his 
throat open, expressionless. Nie Er could no longer make a 
sound, every breath punctuated by streams of blood gushing 
from his throat. Now, he lay beneath Yan Heqing’s foot, his 
body convulsing on the ground—a ghastly sight to witness. 

Nie Er raised his head with all his strength, looking 


towards the east as if desperately seeking confirmation of Li 
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Wuding’s success, but he could not see anything. The vast 
expanse of sky and land extended endlessly, and all that met 
his eyes was the pristine snow. Slowly, his eyes dulled, a sign 
of deepening hatred fueled by the destruction and invasion 


of the Northern Empire in this war. 
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LD. clouds hung low over the city, and a 


bitter cold enveloped the surroundings. 


Li Wuding led three thousand elite soldiers 
and crawled on the snow-covered grounds 
near where Southern Yan stored their military 
rations. The frigid temperatures numbed the 
soldiers’ limbs, and the smallest of movements 
caused itch and pain to their exposed flesh. 

Suddenly, they heard a commotion coming 
from Southern Yan’s military camp, and the 
soldiers ran towards the west one after the 
other, torches in hand. Li Wuding grasped the 
opportunity to quickly infiltrate the camp with 
his men. 

However, the alarming ease with which they 
had entered the camp unnerved Li Wuding. 


The place where Southern Yan stored their 


rations was well within reach, and a deafening 
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stillness engulfed the space. 

“General Li?” The soldiers were all waiting on Li Wud- 
ing’s orders. 

Li Wuding’s breathing quickened. He scanned their sur- 
roundings but was met with a sea of darkness accompanied 
by pin-drop silence. Suddenly, he saw a torch flash from a 
distance away—his eyes narrowed as he bellowed with all his 
might, “Retreat!” 

But it was far too late. The small troop that Li Wuding led 
was already surrounded by Southern Yan soldiers who had 
been lying in ambush. 

For a moment, thunderous battle cries resounded, force- 
fully cutting through the veil of darkness! 

Li Wuding did not panic, instead brandishing his sword 
and keeping his enemies at bay, biting down so hard that 
he nearly cracked his teeth. Emboldened by his tenacity, 
the Northern Empire soldiers who had been plunged into 
disarray gradually grounded themselves, making an attempt 
to break through the encirclement. 

Despite their efforts, this was Southern Yan’s central 
military camp, and they greatly outnumbered the Northern 
Empire soldiers. As time passed, Northern Empire soldiers 
met their defeat one after another, scarlet red soaking their 
bodies—it was a horrifying display. 

Xue Yan called out in a deep voice, “Stop struggling, 
General Li. You might be able to survive if you surrender.” 

He had just finished speaking when Li Wuding suddenly 


gave up on breaking through the Southern Yan forces, 
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turned around and led his men to clear a path towards the 
military rations storage. Not even a hundred Northern 
Empire soldiers were left when they finally closed in on the 
storage. Li Wuding brought them inside, and they barricaded 
themselves in, jamming the door! Right outside, there stood 
tens of thousands of Southern Yan soldiers. 

“General Xue, the remaining Northern Empire soldiers 
escaped into our military rations storage. Should we quickly 
break through, lest they set the military rations on fire?” A 
subordinate reported to Xue Yan. 

Xue Yan shook his head. “No need. They’re completely at 
our mercy. Do you think they'll choose to burn themselves 
alive inside by setting the storage ablaze right now?” 

Approaching the storage at a sedate pace as he spoke, 
Xue Yan then began to negotiate in a raised voice, “I’ve long 
heard of General Li’s name, and I don’t wish to be on your 
opposing side. The Northern Empire’s emperor has always 
been muddle-headed and incompetent. Corrupt officials 
interfere with the court, while the commoners remain 
impoverished, unable to survive. This kingdom is not worth 
your protection, General Li, not at the cost of your life. Why 
not surrender to Southern Yan, and together, we'll be able 
to save the people? In Southern Yan, individuals are valued 
based on their skills, so we ] certainly ensure that General Li 


is fairly treated.” 


“General Li...” 


Inside the storage, Li Wuding slowly wiped away the 
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blood on his face. Hearing his deputy general call out to him 
shakily, Li Wuding looked up and surveyed their surround- 
ings. Several Northern Empire soldiers with varying severity 
of injuries supported each other, each of them visibly pale. 
Despair was evident on their faces—they knew they had lost 
their advantage. 

“General Li, we’ve reached the end of the line,” the deputy 
general added. 

Every utterance that fell from his lips was like an ice-cold 
dagger stabbing straight into Li Wuding’s heart. 

Li Wuding kept mum, standing there unmoving as he 
looked up. Desolation and bitterness could be seen in his 
expression, reminiscent of a tattered flag flying in raging 
winds. Outside the door, Xue Yan’s words coaxing them into 
surrender drifted into Li Wuding’s ears like venomous liquor 
brewed from honey. It provoked his strong desire to survive 
while questioning his loyalty to the Northern Empire. 

All of the soldiers had their eyes fixed on Li Wuding. With 
the weight of their lives on his shoulders, Li Wuding exhaled 
deeply but could not take another breath. Raising his head, 
he asked, “Do all of you... want to live?” 

Pin-drop silence engulfed them—none of them answered, 
their heads bowed. 

Without any doubt, they wanted to live on. Who did not? 
Who did not want to be born in a time of peace and pros- 
perity, with a complete family? They were all young and in 
the prime of their lives. Who had never dreamt of becoming 


someone who could change the world or thought of a future 
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marked by joy and happiness? 

After what felt like a century had passed, the deputy gen- 
eral who called out to Li Wuding earlier finally moved. He 
stood up slowly and approached the door, a step at a time. 

Li Wuding looked at him wordlessly, showing no inten- 
tion of stopping him. 

That deputy general faltered with every step due to the lac- 
eration on his left leg. Drops of scarlet red fell to the ground 
from his calf, leaving behind a trail of blood which snaked all 
the way to the storage entrance. Standing before the door, he 
took a few deep breaths, then gradually extended his hand. 

Li Wuding’s emotionless eyes shifted, widening incremen- 
tally— 

That deputy general did not open the door! He fished for 
a match from his sleeves instead! 

As he turned around, he broke out into a wide smile. This 
deputy general looked no older than nineteen, and his smile 
still carried a hint of a boyish charm. While lighting a flame 
stick, he began to hum. 

It was a folk song from the Northern Empire about a 
thriving, peaceful world. Soldiers frequently sang it in chorus 
during various organized events gathered around a bonfire. 
One by one, all the other soldiers joined in the song, their 
voices slowly drowning out Xue Yan’s persistent persuasion 
for them to surrender. 

As their voices resounded, Li Wuding saw General Sun 
telling him that the Northern Empire’s emperor was working 


hard to become a wise ruler. He saw Xiao Yu’an’s figure in 
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the imperial court, punishing corrupt officials for the com- 
moners who had been affected by the disaster. He even saw 
Xie Chungui raising a cup of liquor to him, smiling widely at 
him under the half-moon. The young man had said, “General 
Li, no matter how much time has passed, I will stand by the 
Northern Empire through honour and disgrace!” 

Li Wuding looked up and laughed, singing alongside his 
men with abandon. Tears welled up in his eyes as they sang. 

Billowing dark smoke emerged from within the storage. 
Horrified, Xue Yan quickly shouted for others to fetch 
water and put out the fire. The voices singing the Northern 
Empire folk song were gradually buried in the raging flames. 
The towering inferno set ablaze the bodies of the Northern 
Empire soldiers, alongside their bones, their loyalty and their 
conviction without any regrets. 

The snow and wind wailed in sorrow as if to mark the 
downfall of an empire and the death of its heroes. 

The melody of this folk song drifted from Southern Yan’s 
military camps to the skies, the voices cutting through the 
gloomy overcast before finally dissipating with the falling 


Snow. 


Just a hundred miles away, the backup troops that Xie 
Chungui led speedily advanced towards the border city with 
the emergency rations. The day’s first light, coupled with 
a fiery glow, illuminated their path ahead. Squinting, Xie 
Chungui could make out the outlines of the border city in 


the near distance. 
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A soldier exclaimed, “Look, General Xie! The snow has 
stopped, and the military rations will soon arrive. Once 
you and General Li meet up, we’ll definitely be able to stop 
Southern Yan at the borders!” 

Light danced in Xie Chungui’s eyes in anticipation of 
the moment he would stand alongside Li Wuding on the 
battlefield. 

Perhaps because the weather had turned for the better, 
they were in high spirits and suddenly broke out into that 
Northern Empire folk song, loudly singing about a pros- 
perous, peaceful world and a flourishing Northern Empire. 
Xie Chungui arrived at the border city, their singing voices 


accompanying them along the journey. 


Outside the city gates, Xie Chungui hollered with a smile, 
“General Li, we’re here with the military rations! Open the 
city gates!” 

The heavy gates to the city creaked open with their singing 
voices in the background. However, Xie Chungui’s smile 
gradually froze on his face. 

How unpredictable fate was—they had only been apart by 
several hours, just several hours. 

If Xie Chungui had made his delivery a few hours earlier, 
perhaps Li Wuding would not have attempted to steal 
military rations. 

But there were no hypotheticals in this world, leaving 
behind only a faint sigh in the annals and one’s anguished 


sobs. 
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The destruction of Southern Yan’s military rations gave 
the incredibly exhausted Northern Empire soldiers the op- 
portunity to catch their breath. In the next three days, all the 
soldiers stationed at the border city descended into grievous 
cries in their white funeral wear, practically becoming one 


with the expanse of snow. 


News of the war made its way to the Imperial Palace 
another three days later. 

The official quaked as he reported, “Your Majesty, General 
Xie has successfully delivered the military rations, but Gener- 
al Li, h-he...” 

Before he could even finish speaking, Xiao Yu’an’s heart 
twisted so painfully to the point of breathlessness, his brows 
furrowed in a frown. He clutched at his chest, hearing all his 
hard work in trying to change the Northern Empire’s fate 
crumble away at that moment. It was the sound that denoted 
the downfall of the Northern Empire. 

“Y-Your Majesty... General Li, he...” 

Xiao Yu’an shut his eyes in exhaustion—he knew what 
was coming. 

Li Wuding must have betrayed them. 

“General Li... He infiltrated the enemy camp at night with 
three thousand elite soldiers in a bid to steal Southern Yan’s 
military rations, b-but... he fell into the enemy force’s trap. 
The e-entire troop perished. There are n-n-no survivors.” 

Xiao Yu’an’s eyes flew wide open immediately—he pushed 


himself to his feet as his breathing quickened, his pale lips 
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trembling. “W-what did you... say...” 

He could not finish his sentence; Xiao Yu’an spat, crimson 
red blood spilling from his mouth and splattering across the 
ground in an alarming sight. 

“Your Majesty!” Everyone shouted. 

Xiao Yuan covered his bleeding mouth, his ears ringing, 
and his head exploding with pain. He could not hear 
anything, as if a knot had formed at the bottom of his heart, 
suffocating him until his entire body contorted in torment. 

How could tt be? 

Isnt Li Wuding the second male lead? 

How could he be dead?! 

Why didn't he betray the empire? Why did the soldiers die? 

At that moment, Hongxiu’s figure flashed across Xiao 
Yu’an’s eyes—she stood in front of the windows, the pear 
blossoms floating to the ground silently as the snow did. 
Then, she turned and smiled at him. “Your Majesty.” 

Xiao Yu’an suddenly took a step back. When he looked up 
again, helplessness and despair were evident in his eyes. 

Did I inevitably alter the course again, just like when 
Hongxiu died? Why did this happen? Why? All I ever wanted 
to do was to protect the Northern Empire, but why do more 
people lose their lives as a result? 

A buzzing sound by the ears exploded in Xiao Yu’an’s 
head—it was like an uncanny cackle which mocked his 
incompetence, scorning him for how he now bore the weight 
of another three thousand lives lost. 


After consecutive days of exertion and shocking blows 
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coming one after another, Xiao Yu’an finally collapsed. His 


vision darkened, and he passed out. 


When Xiao Yu’an woke again, he immediately saw Prin- 
cess Yongning sitting next to his bed with redness rimming 
her eyes. Seeing he was awake, she sniffled and anxiously 
asked, “Emperor-gege, how are you feeling? Are you alright?” 

Xiao Yu’an stroked her hair. “I’m alright. Don’t worry.” 

Princess Yongning lowered her head and rubbed at her 
eyes, tears almost rolling down her face again. 

“Ning’er, promise me one thing, alright?” Xiao Yu’an 
pushed himself up into a sitting position. 

“I promise you. As long as Emperor-gege is well and safe, I'll 
agree to anything.” Princess Yongning lifted her gaze. 

Xiao Yu’an smiled, his eyes as gentle as a quiet stream. 
“No matter what happens in the end, you must live on. You 
mustn’t take your own life, alright?” 

Visibly confused, Princess Yongning nodded in solemn 
agreement nonetheless. 

Xiao Yu’an clutched at his chest, feeling intermittent 
throbs of pain in his heart. “What’s the situation at the 
frontlines?” 

“Your Majesty,” an official next to the bed quickly report- 
ed, “General Xie has taken over General Li’s position and is 
currently reorganising the troops.” 

Xiao Yu’an made a soft sound of affirmation and leant 
against the bed. His shoulders drooped slightly, his mouth 
slightly agape and his gaze unfocused, seemingly deep in 
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thought. After a long bout of silence, he finally spoke, “I 
want... to set up the ancestral hall for a ritual.” 

A ritual in the Northern Empire required live offerings. 
Upon hearing this, the official quickly replied, “I’ll make 
preparations right now.” 

“No need. There’s no need to prepare anything. Just three 
joss sticks will do. ’m not praying to the heavens.” 

The official was momentarily stunned, then hurried off to 


make preparations. 


Brushing off the discomfort he felt, Xiao Yu’an arrived at 
the Temple of Heaven at dusk. 

Come to think of it, Yan Heqing was still at his side during 
Xiao Yu’an’s last visit here. It was the same ninety-nine 
steps, the same setting sun and evening crows, the horizon 
seemingly stained with blood. 

Only a few months had passed since then, but it felt like 
another lifetime. 

Xiao Yu’an knelt before the ancestral hall, the wind and 
snow wailing as the cold sunk into his bones. He gripped 
three joss sticks that were almost burnt to the ends and 
drew in a deep breath of chilly air, then knelt and prostrated 
himself. 

When he raised his head again, his entire body was shaking 
as tears streamed down his face. Thin snowflakes landed on 
his body, but just that seemed enough to crush him. The 
biting wind was akin to the low roars of the three thousand 


angry spirits, those sorrowful, aggrieved voices filling his 
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head, demanding to know why he let Yan Heqing go without 
considering the safety of the Northern Empire. He mumbled 
in a choked and feeble voice, “I really tried my best. I’m 


SOITY... I’m sorry...” 


In the second month of the year, the frost and great cold 
descended. 

Xie Chungui led the troops in battle against Southern 
Yan in a last-ditch effort that lasted two months and finally 
culminated in the Northern Empire’s defeat. 

There was nothing the Northern Empire could do to 
salvage the situation. 

Two days later, Southern Yan’s mighty cavalry approached 


the Northern Empire’s imperial city. 


The northern winds swept across the land, bending and 
breaking the white grass beneath its might.” Heavy snow 
continued to fall endlessly. When Xiao Yu’an woke up, he 
saw crystalline white flowers hanging off withered branches 
outside his windows. Jackdaws cried out in desolation. 

His surroundings were blanketed with deafening silence, 
the stillness unnerving. 

The maidservant who served him before he slept was 
nowhere to be seen. When he got up, he saw his bedchamber 


had been ransacked—all the gold, silver and any valuable 


35 Cited from Tang dynasty poet Cen Shen's poem titled “A Song of 
White Snow in Farewell to Field-Clerk Wu Going Home’, which is part of 
the anthology, “Three Hundred Tang Poems’. 
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possessions were gone. 

Xiao Yuan was not at all surprised. Within the Imperial 
Palace, things had spiralled into mayhem ever since Southern 
Yan soldiers set up camp outside of the imperial city last 
night. From the royal family and relatives to important 
officials and their subordinates, everyone who could flee was 
long gone. Damaged items were strewn about, and it was a 
veritable mess everywhere. What was once an imposing and 
elegant Imperial Palace was no more. 

Xiao Yu’an flipped the covers aside and got up. He began 
to put on his layers, but the thick robes were varied and 
complex. No matter how he tried, he was unable to wear 
them properly. He decided to simply wrap a thick outer robe 
around himself, then draped another cotton-stuffed layer 
over his shoulders and left the Emperor’s Hall. 

All guards and servants had fled the Imperial Palace early; 
the official who tried to persuade Xiao Yu’an to escape a 
few days ago had also vanished. In just a few days, the palace 
that had once been filled with song and dance was now in 
complete shambles. It was truly a lament over the downfall 
of a kingdom that even the frogs in the pond croaked in fury 
and loud protest, and the crows cawed in bitterness. 

Xiao Yu’an stepped on the thick layer of snow and headed 
toward Yongning Palace. He passed by the Autumn Dew 


Pavilion and involuntarily stopped in his tracks. 


36 This is a line from the poem “Water Fairy, Exploring Prince Fu’s 
Manor’, which talks about the decline of the manor, that even a frog would 


lament at the ruins. 
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The pavilion that originally had golden roof tiles and red 
eaves was now a pile of broken ceramic—it was impossible 
to tell just how magnificent it once was. Xiao Yu’an gave it 
a quick glance, and in his daze, he caught a glimpse of Yan 
Heqing sweeping the snow away. He then collected himself 


and left hurriedly. 


Yongning Palace, too, was in a state of disarray. Robes, 
broken wood and random items were scattered messily across 
the ground. Unease welled up within Xiao Yu’an, and he 
dashed into the palace. 

Unexpectedly, Princess Yongning’s bedchamber seemed 
no different than usual. Princess Yongning sat upright before 
her vanity chest, dressed from head to toe in white. There 
were no servants around, and she was drawing her brows 
and lips on her own. She turned around when she heard the 
noise, and seeing who it was, her lips curved into a warm 
smile. “Emperor-gege.” 

Xiao Yu’an watched as Princess Yongning got to her feet. 
Waving her sleeves about, she leapt into a beautiful dancing 
pose. She asked with a small smile, “Do I look good?” 

Xiao Yuan replied, “You do.” 

Amid an Imperial Palace stripped of all its grandeur, and 
halls now lying in ruins, she was fearless, unfazed by the 
shifting times and the departure of those around her. 

Princess Yongning folded her sleeves and asked, “Emper- 
or-gege, do you hold any regrets?” 


Xiao Yu’an was momentarily stunned into a stupor as if 
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he once again heard the melody that symbolised his fallen 
kingdom. It was the sound that cursed him for letting Yan 
Heqing go and causing the collapse of the Northern Empire. 

He smiled. “No.” 

“Really?” Princess Yongning dropped her gaze. “I truly 
envy Emperor-gege.” 

Xiao Yu’an stepped forward. “Ning’er, are you afraid of 
our empire’s fall?” 

The ends of Princess Yongning’s lips lifted gently, but 
her smile reflected endless regret. “I’m not afraid of that and 
don’t resent the destruction of our home. My only regret is 
that I... I didn’t express my feelings for that very person and 
did not share with that person how I really felt. And now, 
we ] never see each other again. My feelings turn to tears, and 
I wish that person a lifetime of happiness and peacefulness.” 

Xiao Yu’an caressed her hair. “It won’t be. You’ll see that 
person again. You must live well, and Pll make that person 
come and see you.” 

Princess Yongning lifted her head suddenly, her breathing 
uneven. “B-But how is that possible when we’re in this 
situation?” 

“Don’t worry, that person definitely wants to see you. Wait 
here patiently, and that person will definitely come for you, 
I promise.” Xiao Yu’an smiled, his eyes filled with affection. 
“Ning’er, you don’t have to feel guilty or be concerned with 
the past and blame yourself. This lifetime is so short, and 
all of us are searching for our rightful place. Given that you 


both harbour feelings for each other, you must cherish your 
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relationship all the more. When you see that person again, 
forget about the past and be with this person.” 

A trace of confusion flashed across Princess Yongning’s 
eyes, seemingly confused at Xiao Yu’an’s words, but she 
nodded gravely in the end. 

Xiao Yu’an let out a long exhale, casting off the heavy load 
that had been weighing him down. He soothed Princess 


Yongning with a few more words before taking his leave. 


The heavy snowfall added another tinge of dreariness 
to the already barren Imperial Palace. Xiao Yu’an ambled 
his way back to the Emperor’s Hall, and not far from the 
entrance, he stopped in his tracks. 

There was someone standing at the entrance. 

That person must have been waiting for a long time, for 
the robes on his body were damp from the falling snow, 
and a layer of frost had also formed over his shoulder. That 
person’s back was crouched over as he covered his mouth, 
hacking profusely—he was just like an extremely fragile, 
withered branch that would break at any time. 

Xiao Yu’an took a few steps forward, stuttering in aston- 
ishment, “Eunuch Zhao... wh-why haven’t you... left?” 

“Your Majesty.” Eunuch Zhao’s voice had gone raspy with 
age. “Your Majesty’s still here, so how could I leave?” 

Momentarily touched, Xiao Yu’an quickly invited Eunuch 
Zhao into the hall. 

Eunuch Zhao glanced at how messily Xiao Yu’an had put 


on his robes and swiftly adjusted the layers. There were many 
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intricacies involved in arranging an emperor’s outfit. With 
his head bowed, Eunuch Zhao was as meticulous as he always 
was, as if today was just another typical day. 

“Eunuch Zhao, do you blame me? For not heeding your 
words then?” Xiao Yuan asked with a deep inhale. 

“Your Majesty, I’m old, way too old. I can’t remember 
what I said then that Your Majesty is so concerned about,” 
Eunuch Zhao answered. 

As if there was a bone in his throat, Xiao Yu’an hesitated 
and deliberated for the longest time, but he was unable to 
speak. 

“Your Majesty, are you... really going to...” Before Eunuch 
Zhao could finish his sentence, he was suddenly interrupted 
by a coughing fit, every cough deep and heavy as if echoing 
from deep within his chest. 

Xiao Yu’an quickly patted him on the back, but a terrified 
Eunuch Zhao hurried to stop him. 

Xiao Yu’an pulled back helplessly and murmured, “I must. 
I can only hope that Southern Yan’s forces will not harm our 
city’s people. Eunuch Zhao, you better leave. This really isn’t 
a safe place to stay anymore.” 

Eunuch Zhao’s back curved even more. He resembled 
a pile of firewood, of which flames had been doused by a 
persistent drizzle, leaving behind ashes that could not be 
rekindled again. Shakily, he said, “Let me do Your Majesty’s 
hair again, just like when Your Majesty was a child.” 

Xiao Yu’an nodded, pulling a wooden chair over and 


sitting down. After much effort, Eunuch Zhao found a 
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grey hair tie in the mess and meticulously did Xiao Yu’an’s 
hair. Heaving a long sigh of relief as if he had accomplished 
something of significant importance, Eunuch Zhao bent 
over, kneeling and prostrating himself before departing. 

He dragged his body along against the wind and snow, 
trodding on endlessly. His body seemed so small and frail in 
comparison to the enormity of the world. Making his way 
out of the Imperial Palace, Eunuch Zhao then walked to the 
Temple of Heaven. He coughed as he trudged his way up all 
ninety-nine steps, barely surviving the ascent. 

Eunuch Zhao stood before the ancestral hall and prostrat- 
ed himself in reverence. Respectfully, he pressed his head to 
the ground and declared, “I’ve been in the Imperial Palace 
for over forty years, served three generations of emperors and 
received their imperial favour. In this life, ’m nothing but 
thankful and hope to still be able to serve the late emperors 
in the underworld. I know rituals require live sacrifices, and 
today, I implore the heavens to listen to this old servant. I 
don’t wish for His Majesty to come into wealth and riches 
again in this lifetime, only that he’s happy and well until 
the end of his days, free of trouble and illness. For this, ’m 
willing to lay down my life as a sacrifice.” 

With that, Eunuch Zhao stood up slowly, his kneecaps 
creaking as they tremored from the cold. He faced the on- 
coming wind and snow, then threw himself off the Temple 
of Heaven without hesitation. 

Crimson blood splattered across wild grass, and the hair 


tie on Xiao Yu’an’s hair snapped out of the blue. 
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Xiao Yu’an’s dark hair scattered. Briefly dazed, he bent 
down to pick up the grey hair tie. Placing it alongside the 
vermilion hairpin and the white jade hairpin, he carefully 
tucked them into the inner layers of his robes. Holding the 
imperial seal and the Northern Empire’s map in both hands, 


he proceeded to leave the imperial city. 


The snowstorm howled shrilly as bits of icy flakes contin- 
ued to fall. There were thousands of families in the imperial 
city, but not a single soul was in sight today. Outside each 
house, a white flag hung at the door, as though this was a 
lifeless city that had been wrapped in slumber for thousands 
of years. 

Xiao Yu’an trod upon the thick layer of snow as he 
approached the city gates steadily. He wore only thin white 
robes, the chilling winds piercing straight into his bones, 
mercilessly eating away at his body’s warmth. Xiao Yu’an ex- 
haled gently, his throat painfully dry and his limbs gradually 
numbing. 

And yet, Xiao Yu’an did not stop. 

Faint, muffled sobs drifted over from nowhere—heart- 
rending cries that escorted Xiao Yuan all the way to the city 
gates. 

Xiao Yu’an tried to look out as far as he could from 
where he stood at the dark grey city gates. The Southern 
Yan military was visible in the distance, the vast and mighty 
military concealed within the storm. The indistinct outlines 


of the camp made this all seem like a mere nightmare for the 
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Northern Empire. Xiao Yu’an exhaled, producing a cloud 
of smoke. With his head bowed, Xiao Yu’an wiped away 
the snow that had accumulated on the seal bit by bit, then 
advanced towards the Southern Yan military again. 

Years since the empire’s establishment, miles of its expan- 
sive territory.” The snow under his feet crunched softly with 
Xiao Yu’an’s every step, symbolising the grievous wails of 
soldiers who had perished on the battlefield fighting against 
the Northern Empire’s enemies—a declaration of their 
bitterness and profound anguish. 

Xiao Yuan stopped right before the Southern Yan mili- 
tary. Holding the imperial seal and map up high, he moved 
to kneel. 

The moment his knees touched the ground, Xiao Yu’an 
heard the collapse of the Northern Empire behind him, as 
soundless as the descending snow. 

Xiao Yuan prostrated himself. Taking a deep breath, he 
then shouted with all his might, “Today, this sinner from a 
fallen empire has taken off his headdress. I’m at your mercy 
and handing over the imperial seal and map, asking only that 


you refrain from hurting the imperial city’s commoners.” 


“Report! General Xue, Prince Yan, the Northern Empire’s 


|” 


emperor has come forth alone to surrender 


In the military tent, Yan Heqing and Xue Yan had been 


37 Cited from the poem “Dance of the Cavalry: A Forty-Year Reign” by 
Li Yu, who is a well-known ruler of a fallen kingdom. He composed this 
poem after his surrender to the Song army, an ode to bid farewell to his 
homeland. 
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discussing the last details of their plan of attack when the 
deputy general suddenly came forth with a report. Yan 
Heging’s pupils shrunk, and he did not even bother putting 
on his fur coat before rushing out. However, his shoulder 
was unexpectedly caught in a tight grasp. 

“Heqing.” Xue Yan’s voice was steady and stern. 

Yan Heging froze in his tracks but did not turn around. 

Xue Yan was stunned. Frowning, he vaguely caught onto 
that trace of emotion that Yan Heqing had hidden away. He 
said to his deputy general, “Leave us.” 

The deputy general saluted with a cupped fist and retreat- 
ed, leaving only Yan Heqing and Xue Yan behind. 

“Heging, I'll ask you only this. The jade flute that you 
cherish so much... is it a gift from the Northern Empire’s 
emperor?” Xue Yan applied even greater pressure on Yan 
Heqing s shoulder. 

After half a beat, Yan Heqing replied, “Yes.” 

Xue Yan clenched his jaw as his eyes darkened immeasur- 
ably. He had watched Yan Heqing grow up and long grasped 
the situation even without any exchange of words between 
them. 

Silence spread like an invisible web, wounding tightly 
around them both. After a long moment, Xue Yan pulled 
back and ordered, “Don’t move and stay here. I’m going to 
see if this is the Northern Empire’s ruse.” 

“Uncle, I'll go with you—” Yan Heqing turned, his gaze 
determined and his tone firm. 


“Heqing,” Xue Yan interrupted. He lifted the curtain, and 
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a flurry of snow came in with the wind, siphoning away the 
warmth in the tent. Xue Yan looked at Yan Heqing. “You’re 
the prince of Southern Yan, not a pleasure slave from the 
Northern Empire.” 

Yan Heqing’s eyes darkened instantly. He lowered his 
head, shadows falling across his face, not a sliver of light to be 
seen. 

Xue Yan was hardly deterred by Yan Heqing’s shift in 
attitude. His words turned into sharp blades, ruthlessly cut- 
ting deeper into Yan Heqing’s wounds. He was determined 
to make Yan Heqing remember—that love and affection 
were not even worth mentioning in the face of vengeance. 
“Heqing, you represent the soldiers of Southern Yan and 
the commoners whose families were once torn apart and 
destroyed by the Northern Empire. Your parents’ bodies are 
buried right under the land you stand on, and you carry the 
agerieved souls of your clanspeople on your shoulders. Have 
you already tossed the tragedy of Southern Yan’s fall that year 
to the back of your mind?” 

When he was done, Xue Yan lifted the curtains and 
left. The winds continued to blow—sorrowful, cruel and 


ruthless. 


Xiao Yu’an knelt in the snow for a while. The falling 
snow drenched his robes, then the raging winds turned his 
wet clothes rock solid. Right when Xiao Yu’an thought he 
could no longer hold on, he heard the sound of horse hooves 


hitting the ground in the distance ahead of him. He lifted his 
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head against the oncoming snow and wind but did not see a 
familiar figure. 

Was Yan Heqing unwilling to come and see him? 

Or could he not bring himself to? 

No, it can't be. I’m not deserving of Yan Heging’s compas- 
StOn. 

Perhaps Yan Heqing had no regard for him at all; he could 
not even be bothered to spare him a look in his moment of 
surrender. 

A bitter smile formed on Xiao Yu’an’s lips. 

What was he expecting? Did he think Yan Heqing would 
show him mercy because of their past relationship? Maybe all 
that he had done was hardly worth a mention to Yan Heqing. 
Xiao Yu’an was well aware of the humiliation that the North- 
ern Empire signified to the man. How would there be space 
for anything else when his heart was filled with vengeance? 

Even if he had shared his previous life with Yan Heqing, 
perhaps to Yan Heqing, he was still the Northern Empire’s 
emperor who had destroyed his kingdom, kidnapped him 
and then imprisoned him in hopes of turning him into a 
pleasure slave. Considering Yan Heqing’s unfailing forbear- 
ance, it was possible that the closeness they shared had simply 
been a veneer for Yan Heqing’s survival. Maybe Yan Heqing 
loathed him with every fibre of his being, just as he did in the 
novel. 

Xiao Yu’an returned to his senses with the clopping of 
horse hooves. Xue Yan’s deputy general moved forward on 


his horse after speaking into Xue Yan’s ear, then picked up 
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his horsewhip and struck Xiao Yu’an’s frozen hands without 
any warning. 

His blood, the seal and the map tumbled to the ground. A 
mess of crimson red mixed with fallen snow spread across the 
map scroll made of sheepskin. Xiao Yu’an inhaled sharply, 
immediately swallowing the painful whimper in his throat. 

Certain that Xiao Yu’an had no tricks up his sleeves, the 
deputy general dismounted his horse and picked up the map 
and seal, then handed them over to Xue Yan. “General Xue, 
I’ve checked it. There are no issues.” 

Xue Yan regarded Xiao Yu’an coldly, then nodded to his 
deputy general and led the army into the imperial city. 

Xiao Yu’an trailed behind the Southern Yan cavalry, his 
hands bound by reins and secured to the back of a horse as he 
was partially dragged back to the Northern Empire. 

The freezing cold seeped into his bones, and Xiao Yu’an’s 
vision blurred. Utterly drained, he could not keep up with 
the speed of the horse’s trot, constantly stumbling in his 
steps as he was dragged along. The continuous friction from 
the reins rubbed the skin at his wrists so raw that blood could 
be seen. 

The Southern Yan military strode into the imperial city 
with vigour, their presence a declaration of the complete 


eradication of the Northern Empire from history. 
Suddenly, the sound of rapid clopping came from the rear 
of the army. Xiao Yu’an looked up, and someone came into 


his line of vision, approaching with a silver spear paired with 
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tall and upright, carrying himself with elegance and dignity. 
It was a sight that mirrored what had been depicted in the 
novel. 

For a fleeting moment, Xiao Yu’an’s mind went utterly 
blank—void of fear, panic, resentment, or dread. He simply 
gazed at Yan Heqing, witnessing a scene that transcended 
happiness or sadness, yet undeniably continued to make his 
heart stir. 

Yan Heqing had just dismounted his horse and made a 
beeline towards Xiao Yu’an when someone suddenly rode his 
horse into his way. 

“Heqing.” Xue Yan’s face was visibly enraged. “What are 
you doing?” 

Yan Heqing bowed to him respectfully but moved around 
the obstructing horse without a word, keeping his eyes 
trained on what was ahead. 

Xue Yan landed on the ground and blocked off Yan 
Heqing s path. He bit down hard, and blue veins protruded 
on his face. “Yan Heqing, have you forgotten Southern Yan’s 
cry for vengeance?” 

“T have not.” Yan Heqing’s onyx eyes were cold. “And 
that’s why we led our troops to conquer the Northern 
Empire. We wash away the disgrace and shame of the past 
and put an end to our pursuit for revenge.” 

Xue Yan was taken aback, his lips trembling slightly. “Fine. 
Even so, what would everyone say if you placed the Northern 


Empire’s former emperor under your protection? They'd 
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say you willingly became a pleasure slave, that your spirit has 
been broken! What would our soldiers say? They'd think 
that you’re consumed by infatuation, undeserving of ruling 
Southern Yan!” 

Yan Heqing’s gaze fell on Xiao Yu’an. He replied noncha- 
lantly without even looking away, “It doesn’t matter.” 

Yan Heqing’s response forced Xue Yan to step back. The 
way Yan Heqing was right now resembled a fifteen-year- 
old Yan Heqing in Xue Yan’s memory. That year, a small 
kingdom in the northern borderlands on good terms with 
Southern Yan had sent a young snow leopard as tribute. The 
princes, having lived in Southern Yan all their lives, had never 
seen such a beautiful and ferocious creature. Taking a strong 
liking to the snow leopard, the princes had badgered their 
father, the emperor, for its ownership. 

At that time, the Southern Yan emperor was reluctant to 
give the snow leopard away to any of them but found himself 
unable to refuse the princes. So he promised, “I'll give it to 
whoever first hunts down a tiger.” 

The oldest among the princes was only seventeen. They 
were helpless even in the face of a starving wolf, much less a 
tiger. The emperor clearly wanted them to quit while they 
were ahead with this tough task. 

As expected, the princes ceased to pester their father for 
the snow leopard from the next day onwards. After seven 
days, however, Yan Heqing vanished without a trace. As the 
Imperial Palace descended into chaos, someone discovered 


hunting books and tools in Yan Heqing’s palace. The emper- 


-408- 


How Ye Survive 


as a Villain 


or immediately sent his soldiers into the forests to search for 
him. 

Yan Heqing was found in a mountain creek afterwards, 
wounds littered all over him and holding onto his very last 
breath. Next to him was the carcass of a tiger cub. 

Xue Yan still remembered how Yan Heqing had been cov- 
ered in cloth dressings and ointment from head to toe during 
his visit. Against his servant’s advice, Yan Heqing insisted 
on standing in front of the snow leopard’s cage and stared 
intently at the agile, beautiful creature. At the sound of Xue 
Yan’s footsteps, Yan Heqing turned, and Xue Yan saw the 
unbridled joy in his eyes. As if he wanted the whole world to 
hear it, Yan Heqing loudly declared, “Uncle, it’s mine now.” 

Yan Heqing was merely fifteen years old then. 

A fifteen-year-old Yan Heqing had fought for what he 
wanted even at the cost of his life, so how was Xue Yan 
supposed to stop him now that the young man had grown 
up? 

Yan Heqing bowed to Xue Yan again 一 it was an ultima- 
tum disguised with this respectful gesture. Xue Yan watched 
as Yan Heqing approached Xiao Yu’an, but was suddenly 
struck with a thought as he shouted, “Hold up.” 

Xue Yan recalled the continuation of the snow leopard 
incident. 

Southern Yan welcomed the summer season three months 
after the snow leopard was sent over. But the snow leopard 
could not acclimatise to the hot weather in the south, 


becoming listless and even began to fall sick frequently. Yan 
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Heqing was so panicked that he sat around the cage every 
day. When the emperor saw him like this, he asked an envoy 
for a solution. 

The envoy said, “It’s better to send the snow leopard back 
to the northern borderlands. While it isn’t impossible to keep 
it, itll be detrimental to its growth.” 

Yan Heqing was silent for a long time, then asked, “If we 
don’t send it back, will it die?” 

The envoy answered, “It’s possible. Even if it doesn’t die in 
the short term, it won’t survive for long.” 

The emperor thought about how enamoured Yan Heqing 
was with this creature. How could Yan Heqing bear to send 
it back to the northern borderlands? So the emperor sent the 
envoy away hastily, never bringing this up again. Surprisingly, 
Yan Heqing had personally arranged for everything within 
three days, allowing the envoy to leave Southern Yan with the 
animal. 

Although Yan Heqing never verbalised just how much he 
could not bear to part with it, his maidservant told Xue Yan 
that Yan Heqing often stared at the empty cage in a daze. 

At this memory, Xue Yan swiftly came up with a message 
of persuasion, but Yan Heqing had not stopped. Xue Yan 
raised his voice a little, “Even if you’re willing to protect him, 
how do you think hed look at you after you ve destroyed his 
empire? Would he let you protect him?” 

Yan Heqing stiffened and his footsteps faltered slightly, 


but in the end, he continued on his way. 


-410- 


flow Ye Survive 


as a Villain 


Xiao Yu’an was attempting to fade into the background 
as Yan Heqing spoke to an older general, his expression grim. 
Xiao Yu’an was well aware that once Yan Heqing, who had a 
main protagonist’s halo larger than fate itself, was unhappy, 
misfortune tended to befall side character villains like him. 

Not to mention how an additional “feel-good novel” 
tag had been added to the novel listing upon Yan Heging’s 
successful invasion of the Northern Empire! 

It’s a feel-good novel, my friends! 

It’s a novel that screams: I have the wind at my back! 
Everything falls into place no matter what I do, just like how 
my wives and concubines fall for me! 

Xiao Yu’an would have been out of his mind to put 
himself into the spotlight while the male protagonist was in a 
surly state. 

Looking at his feet, Xiao Yu’an avoided eye contact with 
Yan Heqing, slowly shifting behind a horse on the side that 
belonged to a Southern Yan officer, trying to hide in plain 
sight. 

Based on the novel, he would have to wait until he got to 
the Emperor’s Hall before he was left at the mercy of Yan 
Hegqing’s blade. For now, another moment survived was a 
moment gained. 

Slightly spooked by Xiao Yu’an, the horse stomped its 
hooves in annoyance. The officer turned around in confusion 
only to notice Xiao Yu’an moving about restlessly. He poked 
Xiao Yu’an with the hilt of his sword. “What are you doing?! 


Behave yourself!” 
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And Xiao Yu’an was nudged out into the open again. 

Dude! 

We're both side characters! Can't you just give me the slight- 
est bit of warmth and love?! I’m already in such dire stratts, 
but you're making it worse! 

Seriously, people are so cunning and cold these days! The 
denigration of societal values! The loss of morality! 

Xiao Yuan carefully glanced at Yan Heqing. Seeing him 
walk over swiftly with a darker expression than before, Xiao 
Yuan felt his heart drop with a thud and sighed internally— 
he was doomed. 

The Southern Yan soldier immediately leapt off his horse 
at Yan Heqing’s approach and greeted, “Prince Yan.” 

Yan Heqing gave the soldier an icy stare, frightening him. 

Xiao Yu’an quickly nodded, then took a few steps back 
and ducked to a less conspicuous spot. 

Look at this! If you hadn't poked at me earlier, Yan Heqing 
wouldn't get angry seeing a villain like me! You wouldnt need 
to suffer indignity for no reason! Don't you know that the 
world would become a better place if we all just gave a little 
love2?* 

Xiao Yu’an was still stuck in his rambling thoughts when 
he suddenly heard the metallic ring of a blade leaving its 
sheath. Alarmed, Xiao Yu’an raised his head, only to see that 
Yan Heqing had already whipped out a thin sword from his 
waist. The silver glint from the edge of the blade flashed, and 


38 This is a lyric from the song “A Dedication of Love” sung by singer Wei 
Wei. 
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Xiao Yuan grew cold from head to toe. 

What the hell? Didn't we agree to cut me up only when 
were at the doors to my hall? Can you please stick to the novel’s 
plot? Have mercy! The villain has some last words! The villain 
also needs some tender loving care! Even though you're the 
male protagonist, you can't just cut me up, right? Do villains 
not have any dignitys! 

The sword fell and Xiao Yu’an inhaled, closing his eyes. 
He wanted to move backwards out of reflex, but his feet were 
frozen in place. All he could do was stay rooted in his spot 


and wait for the pain to come. 


The expected pain did not come after a long wait. Instead, 
he felt the restraints around his wrists go slack. Slowly open- 
ing his eyes, Xiao Yu’an saw that his restraints had been cut 
in half by the blade, falling forlornly onto the snowy ground. 

Yan Heqing slid his sword back into its sheath, his eyes 
fixed on the bloody marks on Xiao Yu’an’s wrists caused by 
the reins. Pushing away his heartache and guilt, Yan Heqing 
intended to pull Xiao Yu’an towards him. 

Frightened, Xiao Yu’an stumbled a few steps backwards, 
almost falling over. 

Yan Heqing’s hand froze in the air. 

He knew it. He had known all along how much humilia- 
tion and resentment a ruler felt over the fall of his empire. 

The Northern Empire had once made him understand 
what true bitterness, vengeance and resentment were. For 


how much he had once hated the Northern Empire, Xiao 
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Yuan hated him now in equal measure too. 

But did he really have the freedom to choose? 

He did not, not at all. 

From the point the Northern Empire’s cavalry stepped 
into Southern Yan territory, from the moment the Northern 
Empire’s late emperor slaughtered Southern Yan’s people in 
the imperial city, from the second the battlefield turned into 
a bloodbath—deep hatred for the Northern Empire had been 
sown in the hearts of innumerable Southern Yan soldiers. 

The seeds of tragedy had been planted when the Northern 
Empire’s late emperor attacked Southern Yan—a pivotal 
decision that pushed both empires into a tumultuous abyss. 

Even if he did not come, Xue Yan would have led the 
Southern Yan military alongside other generals to attack 
the Northern Empire. All the soldiers who had clung to 
their last breaths and survived in Southern Yan after the war 
had dragged themselves out of a sea of blood, bones, and 
decaying flesh. They had gone to great lengths in hopes of 
conquering the Northern Empire and exacting revenge to let 
the Northern Empire have a taste of the torment they had 
experienced. It was an inevitable outcome—both empires 
would end up in war. 

Yan Heqing did not dare think about Xiao Yu’an’s final 
fate after the Northern Empire was breached if he were 
absent. 

They did not know which side would emerge victorious 
in the end, but Yan Heqing did not dare take the gamble. 


He was not afraid of dying in the mass graves, how easily a 
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blade could kill, or torture and humiliation, but right at this 
moment, that fearlessness he had was no more. 

Yan Heqing looked up, surveying this familiar yet also 
foreign view of the Northern Empire’s Imperial Palace. 
Strong winds picked up and scattered the remaining snow on 
the ground; all that was left on this land were the irretrievable 


echoes of the past. 


Xiao Yuan thought Yan Heqing was going to hit him. 

He could not be blamed for this peculiar thought, which 
had mainly stemmed from Yan Heqing’s treatment of the 
Northern Empire’s young emperor in the novel. 

However, the young emperor had been captured at the 
doors of the Emperor’s Hall. Xiao Yu’an found the change in 
location a little strange—had the plot been secretly rewritten 
again? He was just mulling over the reason when he saw Yan 
Heging pull back. 

“Don’t be afraid, I won’t touch you. You can walk on your 
own. We'll go to the Emperor s Hall.” 

Alright. 

So they still have to be at a specific location to trigger the 
plot! 

Xiao Yu’an nodded slowly, then limped his way in that 
direction. 

Xiao Yu’an’s robes had long been soaked through from the 
relentless snowfall. He was only wearing a thin, white robe 
and had been out in the freezing cold for most of the day. 


At this point, his vision was blurring, his footsteps faltering, 
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and he had no choice but to pause every ten steps or so to 
catch his breath. Under extreme exhaustion, there was an 
inexplicable crushing weight pressing down on his shoulders, 
the pressure so great that he was slightly crouched over. A 
dagger and two hairpins hidden in his robes were stabbing 
at him; the pain kept Xiao Yu’an’s consciousness from being 
devoured by the piercing cold. He focused all his attention 
on the road ahead, completely missing how Yan Heqing， 
following behind him carefully, was clearly suppressing his 
emotions. 

Yan Heqing opened his mouth and reached out several 
times, but the words left unsaid vanished into the storm, 
and his outreached hand slowly folded into a fist as he pulled 
back. 

The two of them ended up walking for a whole hour on a 
journey that should have taken only a quarter of that time. 

Xiao Yu’an stopped in his tracks at the entrance to the 
Emperor’s Hall. He let out a puff of smoke in a lengthy 
exhale, then turned to look at Yan Heqing. 

Their gazes met once again after months, but the emotions 
in the depths of each other’s eyes were no longer as open as 
before. 

Xiao Yuan wondered, In the novel, what did the Northern 
Empire’s young emperor feel when he looked at the incompara- 
bly dashing man before his eyes? 

Did he feel more hatred than fear, or was tt the other way 
around? 


When he was eviscerated alive by Yan Heging, what did the 
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young emperor feel? 

What about Yan Heging? 

Was tt satisfying? 

It had to be. The hatred seeded by an empire's destruction, 
the resentment bred from humiliation and abuse, and the 
times he struggled in the past—all of these had morphed into 
cold indifference with every cut of the blade, right? 

Xiao Yu’an watched as Yan Heqing came closer. Ever 
since Yan Heqing left, Xiao Yu’an would often dream of this 
moment. In the dream, sometimes he was that emperor from 
the Northern Empire, and other times he was an onlooker. 
Whichever it was, it made him grow cold, rattling him. 

Now that they had finally reached this moment, 
surprisingly, Xiao Yu’an found that he was not afraid of Yan 
Heging. He stood there calmly, just like every other time he 
had seen Yan Heqing approach him. 

Having reached this point, however, there was no way 
they could return to how things had been after all. 

Xiao Yu’an lowered his eyes and pulled out a dagger from 
his robes. Yan Heqing immediately stopped in his tracks, his 
eyes fixed on Xiao Yu’an. 

Taking in a deep breath, Xiao Yu’an raised the dagger and 
viciously cut at his arm without warning. 

In this case, he might as well do it himself rather than let 


Yan Heqing make the move. 


The glaring, crimson blood and the silver glint of the 


dagger stung Yan Heqing’s eyes, the pain so unbearable that 
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he trembled on the inside. Yan Heging’s eyes narrowed as he 
stepped forward, but Xiao Yu’an raised his voice. “Don’t. 
Don’t come over. Listen to me. I beg you to listen to me.” 

His pleas forced Yan Heqing to stop where he was, staring 
at the dagger in Xiao Yu’an’s hand, visibly swallowing as his 
breathing quickened. 

Xiao Yu’an composed himself and raised his wounded 
arm, letting the blood trickle freely and drop onto the pris- 
tine snow. Moving past the pain, Xiao Yu’an slowly said, “Yan 
Heqing, with this cut, I beg of you to spare Eunuch Zhao, 
to spare the others in the Northern Empire. Whatever anger 
and hatred you have, you can pin it on me ten-fold.” 

With that, he slid the blade across his arm again, blood 
oozing from a cut so deep that one could almost see bone. 
The pain made Xiao Yu’an curl in on himself as he began 
to quiver. He caught his breath and continued, “This is for 
your clanspeople. The late emperor slaughtered your entire 
clan after invading Southern Yan that year, and today, it is 
the Northern Empire’s imperial clan’s turn to be exiled, but 
I beg you to please protect Ning’er. She’s in Yongning Palace 
right now, and I hope you'll hurry to find her. After all, I’ve 
no way to escape, so you can torture me whenever you want 
to...” 

Xiao Yu’an had not yet finished his sentence when Yan 
Heging suddenly rushed forward and snatched the dagger 
away from him. It happened without any warning— Xiao 
Yu’an only saw a blurry figure, and Yan Heqing was already 


right in front of him. 
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Xiao Yu’an wanted to back away out of instinct, but he 
was hurting and frozen stiff in every part of his body. There 
was no way he could control his feet 一 one unsteady step and 
he fell backwards. 

Then, he was caught around the waist, and warmth 
immediately spread from that point of contact. 

Yan Heqing embraced Xiao Yuan tightly with one hand, 
and with his other hand, he applied pressure on Xiao Yu’an’s 
wounds in an attempt to staunch the blood flow. His hands 
shook, his lips pale, as if he was the one inflicted with the 
frightening cuts instead. 

Xiao Yu’an was stunned, his mouth slightly agape. He 
wanted to probe but did not know what to ask. After a 
moment of hesitation, his chest began to hurt. The strain 
from days of overexertion erupted in an instant; a mouthful 
of sweet, metallic blood spurted from his throat, staining the 
ground with a splatter of petrifying red. 

Xiao Yu’an’s head began to throb like something in 
there had exploded. In the haze of his mind, Yan Heqing’s 
panicked calls reached him, each utterance seemingly tinged 
with heartrending pain. Yet, Xiao Yu’an could not discern 
the words clearly. He gave everything he had to respond, but 
eventually, fatigue overcame him, and he surrendered to the 


embrace of unconsciousness. 


TBC 
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